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ABSTRACT
Received: 04 Jan 2026 This study aimed to develop a comprehensive structural model for formulating a
Accepted: 26 Apr 2026 development paradigm for Islamic Azad Universities based on faculty members’
First Available: 27 Apr 2026 perspectives. This applied study employed a descriptive-survey design. The statistical
Final Publication: 23 Aug 2026 population consisted of 1,422 faculty members from Islamic Azad University branches

(North Tehran, South Tehran, Science and Research, and Semnan), from which 303
participants were selected using Cochran’s formula and stratified random sampling. Data
were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire with 94 items across 11
dimensions. Face and content validity were confirmed, and reliability was established with
Development Model, University | 5 Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM)
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Management, Islamic Azad via SPSS and PLS software. The results identified eleven dimensions in the development
University, Structural Equation model, with “alignment criteria” exerting the strongest effect (path coefficient = 0.682).
Modeling This was followed by “technology challenges” (0.637), “development evaluation” (0.633),

“technology position” (0.620), and “scientific and technological” dimensions (0.599). R?
values indicated adequate explanatory power across constructs, and Q2 values demonstrated
moderate to strong predictive relevance. Overall model fit indices confirmed the adequacy
of the proposed model. The findings indicate that university development is a
multidimensional and systemic phenomenon, with alignment to successful domestic
experiences and international standards as the most critical factor. Emphasizing
technological infrastructure, continuous evaluation systems, educational quality, and
industry linkage is essential for achieving sustainable university development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

The sustainable development of higher education institutions has emerged as a
central concern in contemporary academic and policy discourse, particularly in contexts
where universities play a pivotal role in socio-economic transformation and knowledge
production. Universities are no longer perceived merely as centers for teaching and
research; rather, they are recognized as dynamic agents of development that contribute to
Innovation ecosystems, human capital formation, and societal advancement (1). In this
evolving landscape, the concept of university development has shifted from quantitative
expansion toward qualitative enhancement, encompassing dimensions such as educational
quality, research productivity, technological integration, and social responsibility (2).
Furthermore, the integration of sustainability principles into higher education has
underscored the need for universities to align their missions with long-term environmental,
economic, and social goals (3).

Islamic Azad University, as one of the largest non-governmental higher education
systems in Iran, has played a significant role in expanding access to higher education and
fostering national development. With an extensive network of branches across the country,
it has contributed to reducing educational disparities and promoting regional development
(4). However, rapid expansion has also introduced challenges related to quality assurance,
resource allocation, and alignment with labor market demands (5). These challenges
necessitate the development of a comprehensive and context-sensitive model that can guide
the sustainable growth of such institutions (6).

Theoretical and empirical studies indicate that university development is influenced
by a complex interplay of internal and external factors. Internal factors include academic
quality, governance structures, innovation capacity, and resource management, while
external factors encompass policy frameworks, economic conditions, technological
advancements, and global competition (7). In this regard, futures-oriented approaches and
strategic knowledge management have been proposed as essential tools for designing
adaptive and resilient development models (8). Additionally, the concept of good
governance in higher education, emphasizing transparency, accountability, and stakeholder
participation, has been identified as a critical determinant of institutional effectiveness (9).

Technological transformation has further reshaped the higher education landscape,
making digitalization and smart technologies integral to university development. The
adoption of advanced technologies enhances educational accessibility, improves learning



outcomes, and supports interdisciplinary collaboration (10). Nevertheless, technological
advancement also presents challenges, including infrastructural limitations, financial
constraints, and the need for continuous capacity building among faculty members (11).
Universities that successfully navigate these challenges by adopting flexible and innovative
strategies are more likely to achieve sustainable development (12).

Moreover, the role of universities in fostering connections with industry and society
has gained increasing importance. Effective university—industry collaboration facilitates
the translation of knowledge into practical applications, enhances employability of
graduates, and contributes to economic growth (13). The entrepreneurial university model,
which emphasizes innovation, commercialization, and proactive engagement with external
stakeholders, has been widely advocated as a pathway to institutional development (14). In
parallel, educational marketing strategies have been recognized as tools for enhancing
competitiveness and attracting diverse student populations (15).

Cultural and social dimensions also play a crucial role in shaping university
development. Universities contribute to the formation of social capital, cultural identity,
and national cohesion, thereby extending their impact beyond academic boundaries (16). In
the context of Islamic Azad University, its role in cultural development and value
formation has been highlighted in various studies (17). Therefore, any comprehensive
development model must incorporate cultural considerations alongside economic and
technological factors.

At the international level, alignment with global standards and participation in
international academic networks are essential for enhancing institutional reputation and
competitiveness. Accreditation systems and global rankings serve as benchmarks for
evaluating university performance and guiding strategic improvements (18). At the same
time, integrating global best practices with local experiences is crucial for developing
contextually relevant and effective models (19). Interdisciplinary approaches and
sustainability-oriented education further contribute to advancing university development
in a rapidly changing world (20).

Given these considerations, the development of Islamic Azad Universities requires
a holistic, multidimensional framework that integrates technological, cultural, economic,
and managerial aspects. Designing a structural model based on empirical evidence and
expert perspectives can provide a strategic roadmap for achieving sustainable and balanced
development. Therefore, this study aims to present a structural model for developing a
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comprehensive development paradigm for Islamic Azad Universities from the perspective
of faculty members.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study was conducted using an applied research approach with a descriptive-
survey design. The statistical population consisted of 1,422 faculty members from selected
branches of Islamic Azad University, including North Tehran, South Tehran, Science and
Research, and Semnan. Based on Cochran’s formula, a sample of 303 participants was
selected through stratified random sampling proportional to the size of each branch.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 94 items
distributed across 11 dimensions, including influential factors, effective components,
scientific and technological aspects, cultural and economic dimensions, development
necessities, alignment criteria, technological position, technological challenges,
development evaluation, development perspective, and comprehensive sustainable
development. The questionnaire was designed using a five-point Likert scale ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree.

The validity of the instrument was confirmed through face and content validation by
subject matter experts, while reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient,
which yielded a value of 0.94, indicating high internal consistency. Data analysis was
performed using structural equation modeling (SEM) with the aid of SPSS and PLS
software. Both measurement and structural models were evaluated to determine the
relationships among variables and the overall fit of the proposed model.

FINDINGS

The results of the structural equation modeling revealed that the proposed model
consists of eleven key dimensions that collectively explain the development of Islamic
Azad Universities. Among these, the “alignment criteria” dimension exhibited the
strongest influence, with a path coefficient of 0.682, indicating its critical role in guiding
university development.

The second most influential dimension was “technology challenges” with a
coefficient of 0.637, followed closely by ‘“development evaluation” (0.633) and
“technology position” (0.620). The “scientific and technological” dimension also
demonstrated a strong impact with a coefficient of 0.599. Other dimensions, including
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comprehensive sustainable development,” “influential factors,”
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“cultural and economic,

“effective components,” and ‘“development perspective,” showed moderate levels of



influence. The “development necessities” dimension had the lowest path coefficient at
0.413, suggesting a relatively weaker direct effect on overall development.

The coefficient of determination (R?) values for the dimensions ranged from 0.171
to 0.465, indicating that the model explains a moderate proportion of variance in the
dependent constructs. Additionally, predictive relevance assessed through Q2 values
demonstrated moderate to strong predictive power for most constructs, with particularly
high values observed for technological infrastructure, educational accessibility, and
cultural identity components.

Overall, the model exhibited a satisfactory fit, confirming the validity of the
proposed structural relationships among the dimensions. The findings highlight the
multidimensional nature of university development and underscore the importance of
integrating various factors into a cohesive framework.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study indicate that the development of Islamic Azad Universities
Is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be adequately understood through
a single-factor perspective. Instead, it requires a systemic approach that simultaneously
considers strategic alignment, technological readiness, evaluation mechanisms, and socio-
cultural dimensions. The prominence of alignment criteria as the most influential factor
suggests that successful development depends heavily on the ability of universities to
benchmark against both domestic best practices and international standards while adapting
them to local contexts.

The significant role of technological challenges and technological positioning
reflects the centrality of digital transformation in contemporary higher education.
Universities must not only invest in technological infrastructure but also address barriers
related to skills, training, and resource allocation. Similarly, the importance of development
evaluation underscores the need for continuous monitoring and assessment systems that
ensure accountability and facilitate evidence-based decision-making.

The moderate influence of cultural, economic, and comprehensive development
dimensions highlights the necessity of balancing academic excellence with societal
relevance. Universities must function as culturally responsive institutions that contribute
to social cohesion while also maintaining financial sustainability and operational
efficiency. The relatively lower impact of development necessities suggests that abstract
or long-term goals may have less immediate influence compared to operational and
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strategic factors, emphasizing the importance of actionable policies and practical
interventions.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding and guiding the development of Islamic Azad Universities. It emphasizes
the need for an integrated approach that combines strategic alignment, technological
advancement, quality evaluation, and socio-economic considerations. By adopting such a
model, university administrators and policymakers can enhance institutional performance,
promote sustainable development, and strengthen the role of higher education in national
and global contexts.
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