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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a social university model based on a sustainable development approach in the Islamic Azad
University branches of Isfahan Province and to identify its causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening conditions, strategies, and
outcomes. A mixed-methods design was employed. In the qualitative phase, a systematic grounded theory approach was used, and data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 13 academic experts and faculty members. Participants were selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. In the quantitative phase, a researcher-made questionnaire
developed from the qualitative findings was administered to 272 faculty members and invited lecturers of the Islamic Azad University in
Isfahan Province. Data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling through SmartPLS software.
Reliability and validity were confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity
indices. Inferential analyses demonstrated that the proposed social university model exhibited satisfactory model fit. All structural paths
showed acceptable factor loadings and t-values exceeding 1.96, confirming statistical significance. Causal conditions significantly
influenced the core phenomenon of the social university ($=0.716, t=17.188, p<0.001). The core phenomenon had a significant positive
effect on strategic actions (B=1.597, t=11.378, p<0.001). Contextual conditions (B=-0.373, t=4.142, p<0.001) and intervening
conditions (B=-0.608, t=5.643, p<0.001) also significantly affected strategies. Strategies, in turn, significantly predicted model outcomes
(B=1.000, t=12.944, p<0.001). The overall goodness-of-fit index (GOF=0.42) indicated strong model quality, while R? values
suggested moderate to substantial explanatory power for the endogenous constructs. The findings indicate that achieving a social university
within a sustainable development framework requires responsiveness to societal needs, stronger university—community engagement,
improved infrastructure, adequate financial resources, enhanced transparency and ethical governance, and innovative teaching practices.

Keywords: Social University, Sustainable Development, Islamic Azad University, Structural Equation Modeling, University Social Responsibility,

Isfahan Province.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction



The growing complexity of contemporary social, economic, environmental, and technological challenges has
significantly transformed the role of higher education institutions. Universities are no longer expected to
function solely as centers of teaching and research; rather, they are increasingly viewed as strategic actors
responsible for promoting sustainable development and generating positive societal change. The emergence of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has further strengthened the expectation that universities
contribute directly to addressing global and local challenges through education, research, innovation, and
community engagement (Abdalla et al., 2024; Supaat et al., 2024; Tamrat, 2021).

In this context, the concept of the social university has attracted increasing scholarly attention. A social
university seeks to establish strong relationships with society, respond effectively to community needs,
promote social responsibility, and contribute actively to sustainable development. Unlike traditional university
models that emphasize academic outputs in isolation, social universities integrate teaching, research, and
community service into a coherent framework aimed at enhancing social welfare and environmental
sustainability (Chakraborty et al., 2021; Popelo et al., 2023; Radinger-Peer et al., 2021). The social
university approach aligns closely with contemporary views of higher education that emphasize stakeholder
engagement, civic responsibility, and knowledge transfer for societal benefit.

Sustainable development within higher education encompasses multiple dimensions, including environmental
stewardship, social equity, economic viability, institutional governance, and community participation.
Universities are increasingly expected to incorporate sustainability principles into their strategic planning,
educational curricula, campus operations, and research agendas. Studies have demonstrated that integrating
sustainability into university missions enhances institutional performance, social legitimacy, and long-term
competitiveness (Burmann et al.,, 2021; Findik & Ercetin, 2023; Simon et al., 2020). Furthermore,
universities play a vital role in developing sustainability competencies among students and fostering future
leaders capable of addressing complex global challenges (Dumitrescu et al., 2022; Knorring et al., 2024).
The literature highlights several critical factors affecting sustainability transitions in higher education.
Leadership and governance are frequently identified as essential drivers of sustainable transformation.
Effective leadership can establish sustainability-oriented visions, mobilize stakeholders, and facilitate
organizational change (Aung & Hallinger, 2022; Azizi, 2022). Similarly, organizational culture, stakeholder
engagement, and institutional legitimacy significantly influence universities' capacity to implement
sustainability initiatives successfully (Mazidi Sharafbadi, 2025; Renalwin, 2025). Research has also
emphasized the importance of environmental management systems, sustainable campus infrastructure, smart
campus technologies, and circular economy practices in promoting sustainability within higher education
institutions (Dawodu et al., 2022; Kocak et al., 2025; Mamun, 2025; Polin et al., 2024).

Another important dimension concerns universities’ interactions with society and their contribution to regional
development. Higher education institutions increasingly serve as hubs for innovation, social capital formation,

community engagement, and sustainable regional development. Studies have shown that universities can



significantly contribute to societal well-being through collaborative partnerships, responsible research, and
knowledge exchange mechanisms (Abunasser et al., 2022; Esposito et al., 2021; Radinger-Peer et al.,
2021). Internationalization and global collaboration further enhance universities’ capacity to address
sustainability challenges and facilitate the diffusion of innovative practices across different contexts (Cassol-
Silva et al., 2023; Fuchs et al., 2023).

Despite the growing body of research on sustainable universities, significant gaps remain regarding the
development of localized and context-specific models, particularly in developing countries and large university
systems. Existing models often fail to adequately account for regional socio-cultural characteristics,
organizational structures, and institutional challenges. Consequently, there is a need for comprehensive
frameworks capable of integrating sustainability principles with the specific requirements of higher education
institutions operating in diverse contexts (Alam et al., 2021; Dziedik & Fadeeva, 2024; Hong & Hardy, 2022;
Korzeb et al., 2024). Addressing this gap is particularly important for large university networks such as the
Islamic Azad University, which possesses extensive educational capacities and significant social influence.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods research design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. The
qualitative phase aimed to identify the core components of a social university model based on sustainable
development principles. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 academic experts and faculty
members selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The collected qualitative data were analyzed using the systematic grounded theory
approach of Strauss and Corbin. Open, axial, and selective coding procedures were employed to identify
categories and construct the conceptual model.

Based on the findings of the qualitative phase, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed to assess
the identified constructs quantitatively. The questionnaire consisted of 42 items organized into five major
dimensions: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.
The quantitative population included faculty members and invited lecturers from Islamic Azad University
branches in Isfahan Province. Using stratified random sampling, 272 participants were selected.

The reliability of the instrument was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices.
Validity was examined through confirmatory factor analysis, convergent validity, and discriminant validity
procedures. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed using SmartPLS software to evaluate the
relationships among the identified constructs and validate the proposed model.

Findings

The qualitative findings revealed a comprehensive framework for the social university model with a
sustainable development orientation. The causal conditions consisted primarily of the university’s
responsiveness to societal needs and its role in sustainable development. Contextual conditions included social

and cultural challenges as well as modernization-related transformations. Intervening conditions encompassed




university-community interaction, social participation, infrastructure development, financial resource
allocation, ethical challenges, transparency, and accountability in management. Strategic components included
innovation in teaching methods and transformation of traditional educational approaches. The primary
consequences involved strengthening the university’s role in social transformation and increasing its positive
societal impacts.

The quantitative analysis supported the validity of the proposed model. Confirmatory factor analysis
demonstrated acceptable factor loadings for all constructs, and all path coefficients were statistically
significant. The relationship between causal conditions and the central phenomenon was positive and
significant (f = 0.716, p <0.001). The central phenomenon exerted a significant influence on strategic actions
(B=1.597, p <0.001). Contextual conditions significantly affected strategic implementation ( =-0.373, p <
0.001), while intervening conditions also demonstrated a significant effect on strategies (f = -0.608, p < 0.001).
Reliability indicators confirmed the robustness of the measurement model. Composite reliability values
exceeded recommended thresholds across all constructs. Convergent validity was supported through
acceptable average variance extracted (AVE) values, while discriminant validity was confirmed through the
Fornell-Larcker criterion. The structural model exhibited satisfactory explanatory power, with coefficient of
determination values indicating moderate to strong predictive capability for endogenous variables.

The model’s predictive relevance indices further demonstrated satisfactory performance. Cross-validated
redundancy and communality measures indicated acceptable predictive quality. The overall goodness-of-fit
index (GOF = 0.42) suggested strong model fit, confirming the adequacy of the proposed framework for
explaining the development of a social university based on sustainable development principles within the
studied context.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the development of a social university is a multidimensional and dynamic
process influenced by a complex interaction of organizational, social, cultural, managerial, and educational
factors. Universities can no longer fulfill their societal responsibilities solely through traditional educational
and research activities. Instead, they must actively engage with communities, address societal challenges, and
integrate sustainability principles into all aspects of institutional life.

The identified model emphasizes that responsiveness to societal needs constitutes the foundation of a social
university. Institutions that successfully align their educational and research missions with community
priorities are more capable of generating meaningful social impact and contributing to sustainable
development. Moreover, sustainable transformation requires supportive contextual and organizational
conditions, including effective governance, transparent management, adequate resources, ethical conduct, and
strong stakeholder engagement.

The results also highlight the critical role of innovative educational practices. Traditional teaching approaches

are insufficient for preparing students to address contemporary sustainability challenges. Universities must



adopt learner-centered, interdisciplinary, and problem-based educational models that foster critical thinking,
social responsibility, and sustainability competencies.

Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of university-community partnerships and social
participation. Strong interactions between universities and external stakeholders facilitate knowledge
exchange, increase social relevance, and enhance institutional legitimacy. Through these relationships,
universities can function as catalysts for regional development, innovation, and social transformation.

The findings suggest that achieving sustainable development within higher education requires comprehensive
institutional transformation rather than isolated initiatives. Sustainable universities must integrate
sustainability into governance structures, educational programs, campus operations, research priorities, and
community engagement strategies. Such integration enhances institutional effectiveness while simultaneously

contributing to broader societal goals.
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