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This study aims to identify and prioritize the key components influencing
sustainable economic performance in Iranian non-government schools. An
exploratory mixed-methods design was employed; qualitative data were collected
through grounded theory-based semi-structured interviews with 20 experts in
educational economics and management, and quantitative prioritization was

Keywords conducted using the Best-Worst Method (BWM). BWM results indicated that
Sustainable economy; Non- sustainable financing had the highest weight among causal conditions, followed by
government schools; Best-Worst | sustainable human resource management and sustainable quality development. At
Method; Sustainable financial the contextual level, the national economic situation exerted the strongest influence,
management; Multi-criteria while economic fluctuations and the institutional-legal framework dominated

intervening conditions. Among strategic factors, financial and revenue strategies
ranked first, and among outcomes, improvement of educational quality received the
highest priority. The findings demonstrate that achieving sustainable economics in

decision making

non-government schools primarily depends on financial stability, effective human
resource management, and continuous quality enhancement, providing a robust
basis for evidence-based educational policy and school-level decision-making.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development has increasingly become a central concern in educational
policy, economic planning, and institutional governance worldwide. Education is no longer
viewed merely as a social service but as a strategic investment that contributes directly to
economic resilience, social equity, and long-term national development. Within this
perspective, the concept of a sustainable educational economy emphasizes the capacity of
educational institutions to maintain financial viability, ensure educational quality, and
adapt to environmental and structural changes over time. Previous studies have
demonstrated that educational systems aligned with sustainability principles tend to
generate higher returns in terms of human capital development, social cohesion, and
economic productivity (1, 4).

Non-government schools play a particularly significant role in this context. On the
one hand, they expand educational capacity, diversify learning opportunities, and reduce
fiscal pressure on governments; on the other hand, they are more vulnerable to financial
instability due to their reliance on tuition fees and non-public resources. Empirical evidence
suggests that without coherent financial, managerial, and quality-oriented frameworks,
non-government schools face heightened risks of economic fragility, declining educational
standards, and reduced social trust (7, 8). As a result, understanding the determinants of
sustainable economic performance in such schools has become a critical research priority.

Human capital and educational quality have been repeatedly identified as core
drivers of sustainability in education. Teacher quality, professional development systems,
and performance management mechanisms not only enhance learning outcomes but also
improve organizational efficiency and long-term economic viability (9, 10). At the same
time, curricular relevance, entrepreneurial education, and alignment with labor market
needs contribute to demand stability and value creation within educational institutions (12,
13). These dimensions indicate that economic sustainability in schools is inherently
multidimensional and cannot be reduced to financial indicators alone.

Technological transformation further reshapes the sustainability landscape of
education. Digital learning environments, flexible and personalized instruction, and data-
driven management systems have the potential to reduce long-term costs while improving
quality and accessibility (16, 17). Nevertheless, the benefits of technology depend heavily
on infrastructural readiness, managerial capacity, and supportive policy frameworks, which

remain unevenly distributed, particularly in developing contexts (18).



At the macro level, economic conditions and national policies exert a decisive
influence on the sustainability of non-government schools. Inflation, income distribution,
and labor market conditions directly affect households’ ability to pay tuition, while
regulatory clarity and governance quality shape institutional stability (3, 19). Comparative
studies emphasize that sustainable educational economies emerge from the interaction of
internal school-level factors and external contextual forces (6, 22). Despite this growing
body of research, there remains a lack of quantitative, priority-based models that
systematically identify and rank the key components of sustainable economic performance
in non-government schools, particularly in developing country settings.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design combining
qualitative and quantitative approaches. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory
procedures were used to identify the main dimensions and indicators of a sustainable
economic model for non-government schools. Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 20 experts in educational economics, school management, and policy-making.
Sampling was purposive and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interview
data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in a structured
framework of causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening conditions, strategies, and
outcomes related to sustainable educational economics.

In the quantitative phase, the identified components were prioritized using the Best—
Worst Method (BWM), a multi-criteria decision-making technique known for its efficiency
and consistency. The same panel of experts participated in this phase. They first identified
the most important (best) and least important (worst) criteria in each category and then
conducted pairwise comparisons between these reference criteria and the remaining ones.
Linear optimization models were used to calculate the weights of criteria, and consistency
ratios were assessed to ensure the reliability of judgments. Data analysis was conducted
using spreadsheet-based optimization tools and specialized BWM solvers.

FINDINGS

The results of the quantitative analysis revealed that among causal conditions,
sustainable financing received the highest weight, indicating its central role in shaping the
economic sustainability of non-government schools. This component encompassed stable
cash flows, access to financial support, and predictable revenue structures. Sustainable
human resource management and sustainable quality development ranked second and

third, respectively, highlighting the importance of teacher recruitment, retention,
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professional development, and continuous improvement of educational services.
Conversely, alignment with globalization and internationalization received the lowest
weight among causal factors.

With regard to contextual conditions, the national economic situation emerged as the
most influential factor. Indicators such as household income levels, inflation, and labor
market conditions were identified as critical determinants of schools’ financial stability.
National education policies and the structure of the education system followed in
importance, while environmental conditions had comparatively lower weights.

Among intervening conditions, economic fluctuations and institutional-legal
frameworks were prioritized as the most significant. Sudden economic shocks, financial
crises, and regulatory complexity were found to substantially affect schools’ capacity to
implement sustainable strategies. Technological infrastructure also ranked highly,
reflecting the growing importance of digital learning systems and management
technologies in sustaining competitiveness and efficiency.

In the strategic dimension, financial and revenue strategies ranked first, emphasizing
diversification of income sources, cost management, and development of innovative
revenue models. Quality and competitiveness strategies and transformation and
optimization strategies followed, underscoring the need for continuous improvement,
digitalization, and organizational efficiency. Communication and marketing strategies
received the lowest priority.

Finally, outcome analysis showed that improvement of educational quality was the
most significant result of achieving a sustainable economic model. Other high-ranking
outcomes included enhanced educational equity, development of a skilled workforce, and
long-term reduction of educational costs. Outcomes such as increased social capital and
reduced dependency on public budgets were assigned lower but still meaningful weights.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that sustainable economic performance in non-
government schools is primarily anchored in financial stability, supported by effective
human resource management and sustained educational quality. Sustainable financing acts
as the foundational enabler that allows schools to invest in teachers, infrastructure, and
innovation. Without reliable financial mechanisms, even well-designed educational
programs struggle to survive in the long term.

At the same time, the high ranking of human resource management and quality

development confirms that economic sustainability in education is inseparable from



pedagogical effectiveness. Teachers and learning quality serve as the main channels
through which financial resources are transformed into educational and social value. This
integrated perspective highlights that economic sustainability should be understood as a
means to enhance educational outcomes rather than an end in itself.

The prominence of macroeconomic and policy-related contextual factors
underscores the vulnerability of non-government schools to external conditions beyond
their direct control. Economic instability and regulatory uncertainty can undermine even
the most robust internal strategies. Therefore, sustainable educational economics requires
alignment between school-level initiatives and supportive national policies.

Strategically, the prioritization of financial and revenue strategies suggests that non-
government schools must move beyond dependence on tuition fees and adopt diversified,
innovative funding models. However, the relatively lower ranking of marketing and
communication strategies indicates that many schools are still focused on internal
stabilization rather than external brand development.

Overall, the proposed model illustrates that sustainable economic development in
non-government schools is a multidimensional and dynamic process shaped by the
interaction of financial, human, organizational, technological, and contextual factors. By
systematically prioritizing these components, the study provides a practical and evidence-
based framework to guide school leaders and policymakers in designing strategies that

enhance both economic resilience and educational quality over the long term.
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