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ABSTRACT

Received: 26 Apr 2025 The present study was conducted with the aim of identifying and explaining the multidimensional competencies
Accepted: 21 Oct 2025 of department heads in universities and higher education institutions in Iran. The necessity of this research arises
Initial Publish: 22 Oct 2025 from the fact that in many universities, the appointment of department heads is often based more on academic
Final Publish: 22 Dec 2025 seniority or teaching experience than on managerial and leadership competencies. This issue highlights the need

to develop an evidence-based framework for the selection and professional development of academic department
heads. The study is exploratory in nature and follows a qualitative grounded theory approach using the Glaserian
method. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 20 experts, department heads,
Keywords faculty members, and higher education specialists. Theoretical saturation was achieved after the fifteenth
interview, but data collection continued up to the twentieth participant to ensure accuracy. Sampling was
conducted purposefully and relatively stratified among public universities in Tehran. Data analysis was carried out
dimensions; Delphi method; Q in three stages—open, theoretical, and selective coding—according to Glaser’s model. To validate and stabilize
analysis; higher education the extracted concepts, the Delphi method was applied, followed by Q analysis in the final step. Findings revealed
that the managerial competencies of academic department heads can be explained within six main dimensions:
ethical, interpersonal, technical, professional, organizational, and executive-managerial competencies. Each

department head; competency

dimension includes components such as professional commitment and integrity, self-awareness, continuous
leaming, research ability, strategic decision-making and planning, resource management, educational leadership,
effective communication, and conflict management. The integration of the Glaserian qualitative approach with the
Delphi process and Q analysis in this study led to conceptual coherence and ensured the theoretical robustness of
the developed model—a methodological combination rarely employed in higher education leadership
competency research. The results indicated that the final model enjoys desirable content validity and composite
reliability, and can serve as an evidence-based framework for merit-based selection, professional development of
academic department heads, and the enhancement of educational and research quality in universities.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development in every country depends on strengthening its educational
and research systems, with universities acting as hubs of knowledge production and
technological advancement that demand responsive and effective management. Within this
context, heads of academic departments serve as middle leaders who play a decisive role
in improving the quality of teaching and research (1). These individuals coordinate among
faculty, students, and administrative staff while serving as a bridge to external stakeholders
such as families and industry (2, 3). Given the growing complexity of academic
environments shaped by technological and social transformations, department heads are
increasingly expected to address emerging educational and research challenges (2, 4).
Therefore, understanding the dimensions of managerial competency is fundamental for
designing recruitment, training, and capacity-building programs. This issue is particularly
salient in the Iranian context, where institutionalized competency frameworks for
department heads are underdeveloped. Consequently, identifying evidence-based
dimensions of managerial competency remains a crucial step toward professionalizing
academic leadership (4, 7).

Beyond their administrative role, department heads influence academic identity
formation, resource management, and stakeholder engagement. The digital transformation
of higher education further increases the need for competencies in data literacy, digital
leadership, and adaptive communication (4). However, existing Iranian and international
studies on academic leadership have often remained descriptive, relying on predefined
frameworks rather than grounded, context-specific evidence (17-19).

To address these limitations, this study employs a grounded theory approach
integrated with Delphi and Q methodologies to develop a multidimensional, evidence-
based competency framework grounded in Iranian higher education realities. The research
draws upon multi-institutional expert consensus to define the fundamental competencies
required for department heads, advancing a context-sensitive and empirically validated
model (21-23). Combining Glaserian grounded theory with structured Delphi and Q analysis
ensures both conceptual coherence and methodological rigor—representing a novel
contribution to leadership competency research in higher education. The study’s central
objective is thus to identify and explain the multidimensional managerial competencies of
department heads in Tehran’s public universities through a grounded theoretical

framework supported by empirical validation.



METHODS AND MATERIALS

This exploratory study followed a qualitative design based on the Glaserian
grounded theory approach, complemented by Delphi validation and Q analysis. It was
implemented through two sequential phases.

Phase 1 (Qualitative Grounded Theory): Data were collected via semi-structured,
in-depth interviews with 20 participants—comprising experts, department heads, faculty
members, and higher education specialists from Tehran’s public universities. Sampling
was purposeful and relatively stratified across faculties to ensure disciplinary diversity.
Theoretical saturation was achieved after 15 interviews, though data collection continued
to the twentieth participant for completeness. Interviews elicited participants’ narratives
regarding managerial experiences, challenges, and perceptions of effective departmental
leadership. Data were analyzed through open, theoretical, and selective coding consistent
with Glaser’s classic model. In open coding, meaningful statements were converted into
conceptual codes, which were then clustered through constant comparison. Theoretical
coding organized these categories into paradigmatic components—causal conditions,
contextual factors, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes—culminating in
selective coding to integrate them under the core phenomenon: “managerial competencies
of department heads in public universities.”

Phase 2 (Delphi Validation and Q Analysis): After identifying key categories, the
Delphi method was used to refine and validate conceptual components. Experts reviewed
and rated the coherence and relevance of the emerging dimensions. Subsequently, a Q-sort
questionnaire consisting of 90 items across six dimensions was designed on a 10-point
scale (0-9). The instrument was distributed among 25 participants (20 from the qualitative
phase and 5 additional experts), yielding 19 valid responses. Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) followed by varimax rotation identified six distinct factors reflecting the cognitive
structures underlying managerial competencies. Cronbach’s alpha exceeded 0.70,
indicating strong internal consistency. This mixed-methods design allowed for
triangulation of qualitative insights with empirical confirmation, ensuring both theoretical
validity and practical reliability.

Throughout the study, rigor was maintained through peer debriefing, member
checking, triangulation across institutions and roles, and inclusion of verbatim quotations
for interpretive credibility. Ethical standards were upheld through informed consent,
confidentiality assurances, and reflexive documentation of researcher positionality.

FINDINGS



Marzban et al. Study and Innovation in Education and Development, Vol. 5, Issue 4: 2025

The qualitative analysis revealed that managerial competencies of academic
department heads encompass a complex, interrelated network of skills, values, and
behaviors essential for effective leadership in higher education. Through iterative coding
and expert validation, six core dimensions of competency emerged: ethical, interpersonal,
professional, organizational, technical, and executive—managerial.

1. Ethical Competence: Participants emphasized moral integrity, professional
commitment, and fairness as foundational to leadership credibility. Effective department
heads act as moral exemplars, demonstrating honesty, responsibility, and ethical decision-
making in academic administration.

2. Interpersonal Competence: This dimension reflects emotional intelligence,
communication skills, empathy, and conflict management. Successful leaders cultivate
collegial relationships, foster collaboration, and create a psychologically safe environment
for dialogue and feedback among faculty and students.

3. Professional Competence: Professional growth and academic expertise
constitute the third dimension. Leaders demonstrate up-to-date disciplinary knowledge,
research capability, and teaching proficiency while facilitating peer learning, mentoring,
and scholarly development within the department.

4. Organizational Competence: Organizational competencies involve strategic
planning, resource management, and alignment of departmental objectives with
institutional missions. This dimension underscores the leader’s ability to coordinate human
and material resources, ensuring operational efficiency and long-term sustainability.

5. Technical Competence: Technical skills encompass mastery of academic
governance procedures, data-driven decision-making, and the ability to implement
educational technologies and evaluation systems effectively. The digitalization of
education has made technical literacy indispensable to managerial success.

6. Executive—-Managerial Competence: The executive dimension integrates
decision-making, accountability, and transformative leadership behaviors. It involves
planning, crisis management, time management, and stakeholder negotiation—all
anchored in a participatory and evidence-based management style.

Across these dimensions, the analysis indicated that managerial effectiveness arises
not from isolated traits but from the synergy of moral character, social intelligence,
professional expertise, and organizational insight. The Q analysis confirmed these six

dimensions as distinct yet interdependent factors, collectively explaining a substantial



proportion of variance in expert judgments. The validated model exhibited high content
validity and composite reliability, attesting to its theoretical and empirical robustness.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study developed an empirically grounded and contextually adapted model of
managerial competencies for department heads in Iranian higher education. Integrating
Glaserian grounded theory with Delphi consensus and Q methodology resulted in a
theoretically coherent, evidence-based framework encompassing six dimensions—ethical,
interpersonal, technical, professional, organizational, and executive—managerial
competencies. The model highlights the progression of managerial maturity from personal
ethics and interpersonal skills to professional mastery and organizational leadership.

At the individual level, competencies such as self-awareness, integrity, and
continuous learning form the basis of effective leadership. At the professional level,
academic expertise and research capability enable leaders to bridge disciplinary depth with
managerial function. At the organizational level, strategic vision and participatory
governance foster sustainable departmental growth. The convergence of these dimensions
produces an adaptive, ethical, and transformative form of leadership necessary for
contemporary higher education governance.

The study underscores the value of mixed-method triangulation in leadership
research—demonstrating that combining qualitative theorization with quantitative
validation enhances conceptual precision and policy relevance. The final model offers
practical implications for universities seeking to improve leadership selection and
development processes. It provides a reliable framework for competency-based
recruitment, targeted professional training, and performance appraisal of department heads,
ultimately contributing to improved educational quality and institutional accountability.

In conclusion, managerial competencies in academic leadership represent a
multidimensional construct rooted in ethical integrity, interpersonal engagement,
professional mastery, and strategic vision. By identifying these dimensions through
rigorous grounded analysis and empirical confirmation, this research contributes to both
theory and practice in higher education management. The model serves as a foundation for
future comparative and longitudinal studies on academic leadership competencies, offering
a path toward merit-based governance and sustained excellence in higher education

institutions.
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