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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and prioritize the components and indicators affecting the accountability system in Islamic Azad
University based on contextual, structural, and content-related dimensions. This study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—
analytical and survey-based in terms of methodology. The participants consisted of experts in public administration and higher education
selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-made questionnaire designed based on the Delphi technique,
and several rounds were conducted until expert consensus was achieved. The validity of the instrument was confirmed using the KMO
and Bartlett’s sphericity tests, indicating the adequacy of the sample and suitability of the data for analysis. The Analytic Hierarchy Process
(AHP) was employed to prioritize the identified indicators. Contextual, structural, and content-related factors were examined as the
major dimensions of the accountability system. The findings demonstrated that contextual factors had the greatest impact on the
accountability system with 54.1% of the total effect, while structural and content-related factors accounted for 30.6% and 15.3%,
respectively. Among the studied indicators, centralization ranked first with a score of 0.090. In addition, indicators such as legal and extra-
legal gaps, lack of trust, organizational power structure, inefficiency in accountability processes, and inappropriate organizational culture
were identified as the most influential factors. Delphi results further indicated that experts emphasized the importance of transparency,
organizational accountability, performance evaluation systems, and strengthening managerial structures. The results suggest that
establishing an effective accountability system in Islamic Azad University requires reforming managerial structures, reducing
centralization, improving transparency, strengthening organizational culture, and revising legal and executive procedures. Furthermore,
addressing stakeholders’ needs and expectations, improving monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, and promoting institutional
accountability can enhance managerial effectiveness and increase public trust in the higher education system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Accountability is recognized as one of the fundamental pillars of good governance and an essential mechanism
for enhancing transparency, organizational legitimacy, efficiency, and public trust in both public and private
institutions. In contemporary governance systems, organizations are increasingly evaluated not only based on
their operational achievements but also according to the extent to which they are transparent, responsive, and
responsible toward stakeholders. Universities, as strategic institutions responsible for knowledge production,
human capital development, and social transformation, are therefore expected to establish effective
accountability systems capable of responding to societal demands and environmental changes (Kroujdehi et
al., 2021; Mousavi Eskanrood & Gharadaghi, 2020).

In higher education systems, accountability has evolved from a traditional administrative concept into a
multidimensional framework encompassing transparency, performance evaluation, social responsibility,
participation, justice, and responsiveness to stakeholders. Universities are no longer viewed solely as
educational and research institutions; rather, they are expected to contribute actively to solving social, cultural,

and economic problems while maintaining accountability toward students, staff, policymakers, and society



(Rajabzadeh et al., 2020, 2021). The increasing expansion of higher education, the growing competition
among academic institutions, and the rising expectations of society have intensified the need for accountable
university governance structures.

Islamic Azad University, as one of the largest higher education systems in Iran, plays a significant role in
scientific development and the training of specialized human resources. Due to its extensive organizational
structure, geographical dispersion, and financial dependence on tuition fees, accountability has become a
crucial issue for this university system. Effective accountability mechanisms can improve organizational
performance, increase public trust, and strengthen the legitimacy of university management. However, despite
the significance of accountability, universities often face numerous structural, contextual, and managerial
barriers that hinder the implementation of effective accountability systems (Araei & Ghasemi, 2020).
Previous studies have identified various challenges affecting accountability in public and educational
organizations. Structural barriers such as centralization, bureaucratic complexity, weak evaluation systems,
and lack of transparency have been frequently emphasized (Dehghanpour Farashah et al., 2022; Sotoudeh
& Tavaghoghi, 2021). Likewise, social and contextual factors including lack of trust, weak public
participation, insufficient legal frameworks, and inadequate organizational culture have also been recognized
as major obstacles to accountability (Geramian, 2020; Jokar, 2022). In educational institutions,
organizational capacity-building and responsiveness to social expectations are considered critical dimensions
of accountability (Rajabzadeh et al., 2021).

Theoretical discussions in public administration suggest that accountability is closely associated with
organizational justice, ethical institutionalization, and participatory governance. Organizations that fail to
establish transparent and accountable systems are more likely to experience inefficiency, reduced stakeholder
trust, and legitimacy crises (Khayat Moghadam et al., 2019). Furthermore, accountability is increasingly
linked with digital governance and technological transformation. Modern technologies, including digital public
service systems and artificial intelligence, have expanded the expectations for transparency and organizational
responsiveness (Khairullah, 2025; Saldanha et al., 2022).

Studies also indicate that managerial accountability is influenced by organizational justice, professional
responsibility, and psychological stability. Responsible leadership and ethical organizational behavior can
enhance employees’ commitment and responsiveness, while weak managerial structures and ineffective
administrative procedures contribute to organizational dysfunction (Ramezanpour et al., 2021; Shlaga,
2025). In the context of Iranian public organizations, several researchers have emphasized that legal
ambiguities, centralized power structures, and inefficient supervisory mechanisms significantly weaken
accountability systems (Fazelinejad & Shafiei Sardasht, 2021; Nabizadeh & Manouchehri, 2020).

Despite the growing body of literature on accountability, limited studies have comprehensively examined the
contextual, structural, and content-related dimensions of accountability within Islamic Azad University. Most

existing studies have focused on either public organizations or specific dimensions of accountability rather



than presenting a comprehensive framework for identifying and prioritizing accountability components in
higher education institutions. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify and prioritize the components and
indicators of the accountability system in Islamic Azad University based on contextual, structural, and content-
related dimensions.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—analytical in terms of methodology, conducted
through a survey approach. The research population consisted of experts and specialists in public
administration, educational policy, and higher education management who possessed sufficient scientific and
executive experience regarding accountability systems and university governance. Participants were selected
purposively, and the Delphi technique was employed to achieve expert consensus regarding the identified
indicators.

Initially, relevant indicators and components associated with accountability systems were extracted through a

comprehensive review of Persian and English literature, including scientific articles, dissertations, and

theoretical sources. Based on the extracted concepts, a researcher-made questionnaire was developed. The
questionnaire included indicators related to contextual, structural, and content-related dimensions of
accountability and was designed using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “very low” to “very high.”

The Delphi process was conducted in three rounds. In each round, the questionnaire was distributed among
experts, and their opinions were analyzed to refine, merge, or eliminate overlapping indicators until theoretical
consensus was achieved. After finalizing the indicators, the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) was used to
prioritize the identified components and indicators.

To assess the validity of the instrument, the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
were employed. The results confirmed the adequacy of the sample and the suitability of the data for analysis.
Descriptive statistics, weighted averages, frequency analysis, and multi-criteria decision-making techniques
were applied for data analysis. Statistical analyses and prioritization procedures were conducted using relevant
statistical and decision-analysis software.

Findings

The findings demonstrated that accountability in Islamic Azad University is influenced by contextual,
structural, and content-related factors, with contextual factors having the greatest impact. The results indicated
that contextual dimensions accounted for 54.1% of the total effect on the accountability system, while
structural factors accounted for 30.6% and content-related factors represented 15.3% of the total influence.
Among all identified indicators, centralization obtained the highest priority with a score of 0.090, indicating
that excessive concentration of authority and decision-making processes constitutes the most significant barrier
to accountability within the university system. Experts emphasized that centralized structures reduce

organizational flexibility, limit local decision-making authority, and weaken transparency and responsiveness.



Within the legal and regulatory dimension, legal and extra-legal gaps were identified as highly influential
barriers. Experts highlighted ambiguities in laws and regulations, weak performance evaluation systems, lack
of meritocracy, and inadequate accountability mechanisms as major contributors to inefficiency in university
governance. Indicators related to organizational instability and ineffective supervisory systems also received
considerable attention.

In the social dimension, lack of trust, weak social participation, insufficient public awareness, and lack of
demand-oriented culture were identified as critical barriers to accountability. The findings showed that
stakeholders’ trust in university management significantly influences perceptions of accountability and
organizational legitimacy.

Regarding structural dimensions, organizational power structure emerged as one of the most influential
indicators. Additional structural barriers included inefficient organizational processes, weak performance
evaluation systems, inadequate salary and reward systems, lack of transparency in responsibilities, and
inappropriate organizational structures. Experts also emphasized that unclear organizational duties and
excessive bureaucracy reduce managerial effectiveness and organizational responsiveness.

Within content-related dimensions, inappropriate organizational culture ranked as the most influential
indicator. Other significant content-related barriers included inefficient managers, insufficient organizational
capacity-building, weak professional training systems, resistance to change, lack of organizational knowledge,
and poor information management. Experts emphasized that weak organizational culture negatively affects
responsibility, transparency, and participation within the university system.

The findings also revealed that employee burnout, reduced staff morale, and lack of specialized organizational
processes negatively affect accountability performance. In addition, weaknesses in documenting
administrative procedures, insufficient electronic information systems, and ineffective disciplinary procedures
were identified as obstacles to effective accountability.

Overall, the results indicated that accountability within Islamic Azad University is a multidimensional
phenomenon influenced by environmental conditions, organizational structures, legal systems, managerial
practices, and organizational culture.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that accountability in Islamic Azad University is primarily
influenced by contextual factors, particularly centralization, legal ambiguities, and organizational trust. The
dominance of contextual dimensions suggests that accountability cannot be strengthened solely through
administrative reforms; rather, broader institutional and environmental conditions must also be addressed.
Excessive centralization limits managerial flexibility and weakens organizational responsiveness, leading to
reduced stakeholder participation and lower institutional trust.

The results further indicate that ineffective legal frameworks and unclear organizational regulations

significantly undermine accountability systems. In environments where laws, responsibilities, and evaluation



standards are ambiguous, organizations face difficulties in implementing transparent and fair accountability
mechanisms. Consequently, organizational actors may avoid responsibility, while stakeholders encounter
obstacles in evaluating institutional performance.

The study also highlights the importance of social trust and participation in strengthening accountability.
Accountability systems are more effective when stakeholders actively participate in organizational processes
and possess sufficient awareness regarding their rights and expectations. Weak public trust and limited
stakeholder engagement reduce organizational legitimacy and hinder the development of participatory
governance.

Structural findings reveal that organizational power concentration, bureaucratic complexity, and inefficient
evaluation systems are major barriers to accountability. These factors reduce transparency, weaken
communication between management and stakeholders, and create resistance to organizational reform.
Moreover, the findings demonstrate that organizational culture plays a central role in shaping accountability
practices. Organizations characterized by bureaucratic and non-transparent cultures are less capable of
promoting responsibility, justice, and stakeholder-oriented behavior.

Another important implication of the study is the necessity of organizational capacity-building. Universities
must strengthen managerial competencies, develop professional training systems, improve information
infrastructures, and support participatory leadership in order to enhance accountability. Modern technologies
and digital governance systems can facilitate transparency, improve performance evaluation, and strengthen
communication with stakeholders.

In conclusion, accountability in Islamic Azad University is influenced by interconnected contextual, structural,
and content-related dimensions. Strengthening accountability requires reducing centralization, reforming legal
and organizational structures, promoting transparency, improving organizational justice, empowering
managers and employees, and establishing effective evaluation systems. Furthermore, developing participatory
governance mechanisms and utilizing modern information technologies can significantly enhance

organizational responsiveness and public trust in higher education institutions.
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