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ABSTRACT

Received: 15 Jan 2025 This study aimed to identify the components of the professional development model for university
Accepted: 02 Mar 2025 department heads based on individual coaching approaches. The study employed a qualitative
Available Online: 24 Jun 2025 approach using grounded theory methodology. The statistical population included department heads

of universities and higher education institutions in Iran in non-medical fields. Participants were
purposefully selected based on criteria such as faculty membership, associate professorship, and a
Keywords minimum of two years of experience as a department head. Sampling continued until theoretical
Individual coaching, professional | Saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using
Maxqda software. The coding process involved three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding, leading to the identification of key components. The results indicated that changes in higher
department heads, higher education policies, the need for managerial skill development, technological advancements, and
education, organizational learning | competition among universities were the causal factors influencing the professional development of
department heads. Organizational structure, institutional culture, and university policies served as
contextual conditions impacting individual coaching programs. Intervening conditions included the
personal characteristics of department heads, organizational support, and resource constraints.
Identified strategies included allocating sufficient funding, establishing professional networks,
implementing coaching-based training programs, and creating experiential learning opportunities. The
recognized outcomes comprised enhanced managerial skills, improved quality of teaching and
research, increased academic collaboration, and the promotion of a learning-oriented organizational
culture. The findings suggest that individual coaching can be an effective approach to the professional
development of university department heads. Implementing structured coaching programs, supported
by organizational backing and the integration of modern technologies, can enhance the effectiveness
of this approach, ultimately leading to improved managerial and academic performance in
universities.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the professional development of university department heads has
become one of the key challenges in higher education. The growing need for advanced
managerial skills, structural changes in higher education systems, and the necessity to
enhance the quality of education and research have intensified the importance of
professional development for university leaders. In response to these challenges, modern
educational management approaches, including individual coaching, have gained attention
as an effective strategy for improving managerial competencies. Individual coaching,
particularly in academic settings, emphasizes the development of decision-making,
leadership, communication, and critical thinking skills, providing a foundation for
improving the performance of department heads (5, 6).

The concept of coaching in higher education has undergone multiple transformations
over the past decades. Coaching has evolved from a traditional knowledge transfer method
into an interactive and dynamic process in which department heads develop key
competencies through professional mentorship in a supportive and participatory
environment (7). Research has shown that coaching approaches in universities can enhance
both individual and organizational performance, particularly in the face of complex
challenges and rapidly changing academic environments (8).

University department heads are responsible for multiple managerial tasks, including
strategic planning, faculty performance evaluation, human and financial resource
management, and facilitating learning and research processes. However, many of these
leaders lack formal managerial training and often rely on personal experiences or
traditional management approaches. Coaching presents itself as a powerful tool to support
department heads in developing their professional skills and decision-making capabilities
(9).

Studies have demonstrated that coaching can significantly improve managerial
competencies and enhance the quality of university governance. Specifically, individual
coaching has been found to positively impact leadership abilities, self-regulation, conflict
management, and strategic decision-making (10). A study on coaching for academic staff
indicated that it fosters organizational interactions, increases self-confidence among
leaders, and strengthens a continuous learning culture within educational institutions (11).

One of the main advantages of coaching in higher education is the creation of a
supportive environment that enables department heads to develop the necessary skills for
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addressing complex educational and managerial challenges (12). Coaching helps leaders
gain deeper self-awareness, formulate innovative strategies for managing academic units,
and cultivate a mindset for continuous learning (6).

Additionally, coaching has been identified as an effective strategy for improving
educational and research quality in universities. Research findings suggest that department
heads who have participated in coaching programs demonstrate a higher ability to integrate
modern educational technologies, manage financial resources, and attract top academic
talents (13).

Despite its numerous benefits, several challenges hinder the implementation of
coaching in universities. One of the major challenges is the absence of a supportive
organizational culture that recognizes coaching as a professional development process. Due
to heavy workloads, many department heads struggle to allocate time for coaching
programs, reducing their effectiveness (14). Additionally, financial and human resource
limitations present another obstacle to the expansion of coaching initiatives in higher
education institutions (15). The successful implementation of coaching also requires
professional and well-trained mentors, which are often scarce in many universities (16).

Given the importance of coaching in enhancing university leadership, this study
aimed to identify the key components of an individual coaching-based professional
development model for university department heads.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This qualitative study targeted department heads in Iranian universities and higher
education institutions in non-medical disciplines. Participants were selected based on
predefined criteria, including faculty membership, holding an associate professorship, and
having at least two years of experience as a department head. Theoretical sampling was
used, continuing until data saturation was reached.

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, allowing
participants to express their views on professional development in academic leadership.
The interview questions were designed to explore various dimensions of professional
development with a focus on individual coaching approaches. The interviews were
conducted either in person or online, and all responses were recorded and transcribed for
analysis.

Grounded theory methodology was applied to analyze qualitative data. The coding
process consisted of three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. This
approach facilitated the identification of key components shaping the professional
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development of university department heads. Maxqgda software was used to organize,
classify, and analyze the data systematically.

FINDINGS

In the open coding stage, interview transcripts were analyzed, and 109 initial codes
related to professional development were identified. Through axial coding, these initial
codes were merged into 26 core categories, representing key themes affecting the
professional development of department heads.

One of the major themes identified was the impact of changes in higher education
policies. These changes included student admission policies, an increasing emphasis on
internationalization, revisions in evaluation and budgeting strategies, and the integration of
online education technologies. Additionally, competition among universities emerged as a
significant factor influencing leadership development. Universities compete in attracting
top students, recruiting esteemed faculty members, and optimizing administrative
structures, necessitating advanced managerial skills among department heads.

Another crucial factor shaping professional development was technological
advancements. The expansion of online learning resources, digital collaboration tools, and
artificial intelligence-driven analytics significantly influenced the skills required for
effective academic leadership. Department heads were compelled to enhance their digital
literacy and technological competencies to adapt to the evolving educational landscape.

Organizational culture also played a pivotal role in leadership development. Key
cultural dimensions included institutional support for continuous learning, innovation-
driven strategies, and participatory decision-making environments. Universities with
bureaucratic and hierarchical cultures posed barriers to coaching programs, while
institutions fostering collaboration and professional growth facilitated more effective
leadership development.

The findings further highlighted that department heads' personal characteristics,
including their motivation for learning and openness to change, influenced their ability to
benefit from coaching. Institutional support, particularly from senior university
administrators, also played a critical role in the success of coaching programs. Resource
constraints, both financial and human, were identified as major barriers to implementing
sustainable coaching initiatives.

The study identified several strategies for enhancing the professional development
of department heads, including increased budget allocation for coaching programs,
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establishing professional networks, integrating coaching-based training modules, and
providing experiential learning opportunities.

The anticipated outcomes of these strategies included improved managerial skills,
higher-quality teaching and research outputs, greater interdisciplinary collaboration, and
the promotion of a learning-oriented organizational culture within universities.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study’s findings underscore the vital role of individual coaching in fostering the
professional development of university department heads. The qualitative analysis revealed
that systemic changes in higher education, technological advancements, and competitive
pressures necessitate structured coaching programs to enhance academic leadership.
Moreover, organizational culture, institutional policies, and the availability of
technological infrastructure significantly impact the effectiveness of coaching initiatives.

Department heads who participated in coaching programs demonstrated notable
improvements in leadership, communication, decision-making, and conflict resolution
skills. Coaching also contributed to the development of adaptive leadership strategies,
allowing department heads to navigate complex academic environments effectively.

However, implementing coaching programs in universities faces several challenges,
including time constraints, financial limitations, and institutional resistance to change.
Overcoming these barriers requires universities to institutionalize coaching practices,
integrate digital learning tools, and foster a culture that values continuous professional
development.

The findings of this study suggest that universities should adopt structured coaching
programs that include mentorship, peer networking, and digital learning platforms.
Furthermore, university administrators should allocate sufficient resources to support
leadership development initiatives.

Future research should explore the long-term impact of coaching on university
leadership effectiveness. Comparative studies across different higher education systems
could provide deeper insights into the cultural and structural factors influencing the success
of coaching programs. Additionally, gquantitative studies utilizing advanced statistical
models could assess the measurable impact of coaching on academic performance
indicators.

In conclusion, individual coaching represents a promising approach to enhancing the
professional development of university department heads. By fostering a supportive and
dynamic learning environment, coaching can equip academic leaders with the necessary
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competencies to navigate contemporary challenges and drive institutional excellence in
higher education.
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