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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and prioritize the key components influencing the development of Islamic Azad Universities. This
applied study employed a mixed-method (qualitative—quantitative) exploratory design, using grounded theory in the qualitative phase and
a descriptive-survey approach in the quantitative phase; the qualitative sample included 13 experts selected purposively from a population
of 20 specialists in higher education, while the quantitative sample consisted of 303 faculty members selected through stratified random
sampling from a population of 1,422; data were collected using semi-structured interviews and a researcher-developed 94-item
questionnaire, and analyzed using structural equation modeling. The results indicated that “educational and research quality” ($=0.939),
“innovation and entrepreneurship” ($=0.930), and “financial independence and resource management” ($=0.894) were the most
significant determinants of university development; furthermore, the combined effect of these components on development was
statistically significant and moderately strong (B=0.569), explaining 32.4% of the variance. The development of Islamic Azad Universities
requires an integrated approach that simultaneously enhances educational and research quality, strengthens innovation and
entrepreneurship, and ensures sustainable financial independence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education institutions have increasingly assumed a central role in shaping sustainable development
trajectories by producing knowledge, fostering innovation, and cultivating human capital capable of addressing
complex societal challenges. In contemporary knowledge-based economies, universities are no longer confined
to their traditional missions of teaching and research; rather, they are expected to act as dynamic agents of
socio-economic transformation, contributing directly to national competitiveness and long-term development
(Sabeti et al., 2014). This shift has led to the emergence of multidimensional models of university development
that emphasize quality enhancement, entrepreneurial orientation, internationalization, and financial
sustainability. Within this evolving paradigm, the concept of sustainable university development has gained
prominence, highlighting the need for institutions to balance educational excellence with economic viability
and social responsibility (Leal et al., 2024).

Recent scholarship underscores that achieving sustainable development in higher education requires systemic
integration of environmental, economic, and social dimensions into curricula, governance, and institutional
strategies (Bagheri Majd et al., 2024). Furthermore, interdisciplinary approaches to education have been
identified as critical for equipping graduates with the competencies needed to navigate global challenges,
thereby enhancing the relevance and impact of university systems (Mokski et al., 2023). In parallel, the rapid
advancement of digital technologies has redefined educational delivery and institutional structures, giving rise
to the concept of the digital university, which integrates technological innovation into all aspects of teaching,
learning, and administration (Gorbunova et al., 2021). Such transformation is further supported by
information-based monitoring systems that enable continuous evaluation and strategic decision-making in
complex educational environments (Suleimenova et al., 2021).

At the same time, universities worldwide face increasing pressure to adapt to globalization, labor market shifts,
and evolving stakeholder expectations. These challenges necessitate a reconfiguration of institutional missions
and models, with greater emphasis on innovation, entrepreneurship, and collaboration with industry (Daniela
et al., 2021). The emergence of third-generation entrepreneurial universities reflects this transition, where
knowledge commercialization and value creation are integrated into academic functions (Keykha &
Pourkarimi, 2021). Empirical evidence suggests that fostering entrepreneurial ecosystems within universities
enhances graduate employability and strengthens the link between academia and industry (Mozaffari et al.,

2023).



In the Iranian context, higher education institutions, particularly Islamic Azad University, have played a pivotal
role in expanding access to education and supporting national development. However, rapid expansion has
introduced challenges such as declining educational quality, financial constraints, and misalignment with labor
market needs (Beikzadeh et al., 2017). Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive understanding
of the key components influencing university development. Studies on higher education systems in Iran
emphasize the importance of structural factors, including financial resources, organizational culture, and
technological infrastructure, in shaping development trajectories (Madanlou Juybari et al., 2023).
Additionally, aligning educational programs with sustainable development goals and regional needs has been
identified as a critical factor in enhancing institutional effectiveness (Gheivardoust et al., 2024; Omidifar,
2023).

Strategic visions for the future of Islamic Azad University further highlight the necessity of transformation
toward a competitive, innovative, and globally engaged institution by 2030 (Eskandari, 2018). Similarly,
models of world-class universities stress the importance of academic quality, institutional autonomy, and
adaptive management as key drivers of development (Nasirzadeh et al., 2021). Despite the growing body of
research, there remains a gap in comprehensive studies that integrate these dimensions into a unified
framework for understanding university development. Therefore, the present study aims to identify and
prioritize the main components influencing the development of Islamic Azad Universities within a mixed-
method analytical framework.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-method exploratory design combining qualitative and quantitative approaches
to comprehensively identify the main components of university development. In the qualitative phase,
grounded theory methodology was utilized to explore expert perspectives and extract key conceptual
categories. The qualitative sample consisted of specialists in higher education development, including faculty
members and academic experts with extensive experience in educational management and related fields.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on the principle of theoretical saturation,
resulting in a final sample of 13 experts. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, allowing for
in-depth exploration of participants’ insights and experiences.

In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-survey method was adopted to validate and prioritize the identified
components. The statistical population included faculty members from several branches of Islamic Azad
University, representing a diverse range of academic disciplines and institutional contexts. A stratified random
sampling technique was employed to ensure proportional representation, yielding a sample size of 303
participants. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire consisting of 94 items measured
on a five-point Likert scale. The instrument was designed based on the findings of the qualitative phase and

underwent rigorous validation procedures, including content and construct validity assessments. Reliability



was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices, both exceeding acceptable
thresholds.

Data analysis was conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM) to examine the relationships among
latent variables and assess the overall model fit. Qualitative data were analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding, leading to the identification of key themes and categories. Quantitative data analysis was
performed using statistical software packages, enabling the estimation of path coefficients, factor loadings,
and explanatory power of the model. This integrated methodological approach provided a robust framework
for identifying and validating the main components of university development.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the extraction of 54 open codes, which were subsequently categorized into
key conceptual themes representing the core components of university development. Among these, financial
independence, educational quality, industry interaction, digitalization, and effective evaluation systems
emerged as the most frequently cited factors. These themes were further consolidated into broader categories,
reflecting the multidimensional nature of university development.

The quantitative findings confirmed the significance of three primary components influencing the development
of Islamic Azad Universities: educational and research quality, innovation and entrepreneurship, and financial
independence and resource management. Structural equation modeling revealed that educational and research
quality had the highest path coefficient (3 = 0.939), indicating its dominant role in shaping development
outcomes. Innovation and entrepreneurship followed closely with a path coefficient of f = 0.930, while
financial independence and resource management demonstrated a strong but slightly lower influence (f =
0.894).

At the indicator level, variables such as updating teaching methods (B = 0.918), utilization of educational
technologies (B = 0.882), and alignment of curricula with labor market needs (B = 0.841) were identified as
critical contributors to educational quality. In the domain of innovation and entrepreneurship, the establishment
of innovation centers (§ = 0.795), support for entrepreneurial activities (f = 0.752), and industry collaboration
(B = 0.717) were found to be particularly influential. Financial independence was strongly associated with
international collaborations (f = 0.824), policy reforms in student admissions (B = 0.733), and the development
of sustainable financial models (f = 0.672).

The overall structural model demonstrated a moderate to strong explanatory power, with a total path coefficient
of B = 0.569 linking the combined components to university development. The coefficient of determination
(R?=10.324) indicated that approximately 32.4% of the variance in development outcomes could be explained
by the identified components. These findings highlight the integrated and interdependent nature of the factors
influencing university development.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings of this study provide a comprehensive understanding of the key components influencing the
development of Islamic Azad Universities, emphasizing the central role of educational and research quality,
innovation and entrepreneurship, and financial independence. The dominance of educational quality
underscores the fundamental importance of academic excellence as the foundation of university development.
Enhancing teaching methods, integrating technology into education, and aligning curricula with labor market
demands are critical strategies for improving educational outcomes and ensuring institutional relevance.

The significant role of innovation and entrepreneurship reflects the growing importance of transforming
universities into dynamic hubs of knowledge creation and economic value generation. By fostering
entrepreneurial ecosystems, universities can enhance their impact on society and contribute to sustainable
economic development. This transformation requires not only structural changes but also cultural shifts that
encourage creativity, risk-taking, and collaboration across disciplines and sectors.

Financial independence emerges as another crucial component, highlighting the need for universities to
diversify their revenue streams and reduce reliance on traditional funding sources. Developing sustainable
financial models, strengthening international partnerships, and leveraging private sector investments are
essential for ensuring long-term stability and growth. The interplay among these components suggests that
university development is a complex and systemic process that requires coordinated efforts across multiple
dimensions.

Despite its contributions, this study is subject to certain limitations. The sample was 252>« to specific branches
of Islamic Azad University, which may affect the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the cross-
sectional design limits the ability to capture dynamic changes over time. Future research should consider
longitudinal approaches and incorporate additional variables such as organizational culture, faculty quality,
and policy environments to develop more comprehensive models of university development.

From a practical perspective, university administrators should prioritize strategies that enhance educational
quality, promote innovation, and ensure financial sustainability. Investing in faculty development, establishing
innovation centers, and fostering industry partnerships can significantly improve institutional performance.
Moreover, adopting digital transformation strategies and leveraging data-driven decision-making tools can
further support the development process.

In conclusion, the development of Islamic Azad Universities requires an integrated approach that
simultaneously addresses academic excellence, entrepreneurial capacity, and financial sustainability, thereby
enabling these institutions to effectively respond to the challenges and opportunities of the contemporary

higher education landscape.
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