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ABSTRACT
Received: 30 Mar 2026 This study aimed to identify, validate, and prioritize the components of spiritual leadership among
Accepted: 30 Jun 2026 academic managers of Islamic Azad University in Tehran in order to develop an applicable model for

university management. This study was basic-applied in purpose and qualitative-quantitative in
nature. In the first phase, the components of spiritual leadership were extracted through a review of
Final Publication: 21 Jan 2027 the literature and qualitative content analysis, and then evaluated by a panel of 30 academic managers
and university faculty members as experts. The statistical population consisted of senior, middle, and
executive managers of Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran. The sample was selected through
Keywords stratified random sampling from the North, South, East, West, Central, and Science and Research
branches. Based on Cochran’s formula, the required sample size was estimated at 148 participants. To
obtain an adequate response rate, 180 questionnaires were distributed, and 150 completed
managers; Islamic Azad questionnaires were finally collected and analyzed. Data analysis was conducted using structural
equation modeling. The results of structural equation modeling indicated that, out of 53 initially
identified components, 35 components of spiritual leadership were confirmed in five dimensions:
modeling; higher education. cognitive capacities, social capacities, personality characteristics, behavioral characteristics, and other
characteristics. The t-values for all relationships in the model were greater than 1.96, confirming the
statistical significance of the relationships. Standardized factor loadings showed that other
characteristics had the strongest relationship with spiritual leadership among academic managers, with
a coefficient of 0.88, followed by behavioral characteristics with 0.83, social capacities with 0.72,
personality characteristics with 0.67, and cognitive capacities with 0.44. The reported goodness-of-fit
indices also supported the acceptable fit of the proposed model. The findings indicate that spiritual
leadership among academic managers is a multidimensional construct composed of cognitive, social,
personality, behavioral, and contextual elements, and the proposed model can serve as a practical basis
for leadership development and managerial empowerment programs in higher education.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Spiritual leadership has increasingly become a central construct in contemporary
leadership studies because organizations, particularly higher education institutions, are
facing complex challenges that cannot be addressed solely through bureaucratic control,
formal authority, or performance-based managerialism. Universities are knowledge-
producing, value-forming, and socially responsible institutions; therefore, their leaders are
expected not only to manage administrative processes but also to create meaning,
strengthen ethical commitment, foster trust, and support the human and professional
flourishing of faculty members, staff, and students. Spiritual leadership responds to this
need by emphasizing vision, hope/faith, altruistic love, work meaningfulness, membership,
ethical conduct, and intrinsic motivation (4-6). The growing literature on workplace
spirituality shows that meaning, purpose, value alignment, and spiritual well-being can
improve work engagement, innovation, resilience, and organizational commitment (8-12).
In higher education, this issue is especially important because universities are increasingly
affected by new managerialism, accountability pressures, competition, commercialization,
and changing stakeholder expectations, which may weaken their moral, cultural, and
humanistic missions if not balanced by value-based leadership (1, 3, 18-22).

Previous studies have linked spiritual leadership with several desirable
organizational outcomes, including innovative behavior, employee voice, psychological
capital, intrinsic motivation, work meaningfulness, intention to stay, resilience, and pro-
environmental behavior (7, 23-26, 36, 37, 42). It has also been argued that spiritual leadership
can create psychologically safe and morally supportive environments in which employees
are more willing to express ideas, concerns, and constructive suggestions (27, 28, 31-35, 38,
40). At the same time, research has emphasized that spiritual leadership is culturally
embedded and should be examined within specific social and institutional contexts (2, 16,
17). In the Iranian organizational context, studies have identified components such as
ethical values, attention to organizational and employee interests, justice, conscience, and
meaning as central elements of spiritual leadership (13-15, 41). Moreover, leadership
research increasingly highlights the importance of ethical, responsible, and psychologically
empowering leadership for strengthening voice behavior, organizational citizenship
behavior, gratitude, identification, and constructive participation (29, 30, 39). Accordingly,
the present study aimed to develop a model of spiritual leadership among academic



managers of Islamic Azad University in Tehran by identifying, validating, and prioritizing
its core components.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study was conducted using a basic-applied purpose and a qualitative-
quantitative design. In the qualitative phase, the components of spiritual leadership were
extracted through a review of theoretical and empirical literature and qualitative content
analysis. The initial pool of components was then reviewed by a panel of 30 experts,
including academic managers and university faculty members, who evaluated the relevance
and importance of the identified indicators. After conceptual refinement, overlapping or
repetitive components were removed, and the final components were prepared for
guantitative assessment. The statistical population consisted of senior, middle, and
executive managers of Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran, including the North,
South, East, West, Central, and Science and Research branches. The total population was
estimated at approximately 240 managers. Based on Cochran’s formula with a 5% error
level, the required sample size was calculated as 148 participants. To ensure an adequate
return rate, 180 questionnaires were distributed across the selected branches, and 150
completed questionnaires were collected and analyzed. Stratified random sampling was
used to ensure representation from different university branches. The collected data were
analyzed using structural equation modeling. The measurement model was examined
through standardized factor loadings, t-values, and model fit indices to determine whether
the proposed dimensions and components adequately represented spiritual leadership
among academic managers.

FINDINGS

The findings showed that 53 initial components of spiritual leadership were
identified from the literature and expert review process. After refinement and validation,
35 components were confirmed as the final components of spiritual leadership among
academic managers. These components were classified into five main dimensions:
cognitive capacities, social capacities, personality characteristics, behavioral
characteristics, and other characteristics. Cognitive capacities included components such
as attention to self, values, sense of mission, conscience, and meaningfulness. Social
capacities included components such as respect for others, appreciation of others, fair
behavior, listening carefully to followers, mutual communication, altruism, attention to
organizational interests, attention to employee interests, and attention to social interests.
Personality characteristics included compassion and kindness, personal discipline, patience
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and tolerance, trustworthiness, hope and faith, courage, humility, forgiveness, simplicity,
integrity, and honesty. Behavioral characteristics included productivity, vision, intrinsic
motivation, loyalty, commitment, forgiveness, and appreciation. The remaining
components were classified under other characteristics.

The structural equation modeling results confirmed the significance of the proposed
model. The t-values for all relationships among the latent variables and their indicators
were greater than 1.96, indicating that all relationships in the model were statistically
significant. The standardized factor loading between cognitive capacities and spiritual
leadership was 0.44. The standardized relationship between social capacities and spiritual
leadership was 0.72. The factor loading for personality characteristics was 0.67. Behavioral
characteristics showed a stronger standardized relationship with spiritual leadership, with
a coefficient of 0.83. The strongest relationship belonged to other characteristics, with a
standardized factor loading of 0.88. Therefore, the dimensions were prioritized as follows:
other characteristics, behavioral characteristics, social capacities, personality
characteristics, and cognitive capacities. The reported goodness-of-fit indices also
supported the acceptable fit of the model, indicating that the proposed five-dimensional
structure can adequately explain spiritual leadership among academic managers.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The results indicate that spiritual leadership among academic managers is a
multidimensional construct rather than a single ethical trait or a limited managerial style.
The confirmed model shows that spiritual leadership begins with internal cognitive
capacities, extends through personality and social qualities, becomes visible in managerial
behaviors, and is completed by broader contextual and organizational characteristics. The
relatively lower loading of cognitive capacities does not reduce their conceptual
importance, because meaning, values, conscience, and sense of mission form the internal
foundation of authentic spiritual leadership. However, the stronger loadings of behavioral
and other characteristics suggest that, in academic settings, spiritual leadership is evaluated
not merely by inner beliefs but by visible conduct, institutional responsibility, and the
ability to translate values into action.

The confirmation of social capacities highlights the relational nature of spiritual
leadership in universities. Academic managers are expected to listen, respect, appreciate,
communicate fairly, and balance the interests of the university, employees, and society.
This finding is particularly meaningful in higher education, where participation, academic
dialogue, professional autonomy, and trust are essential for institutional effectiveness.



Similarly, the confirmation of personality characteristics shows that spiritual leadership
depends on stable moral and personal virtues such as honesty, humility, patience,
compassion, courage, and trustworthiness. These characteristics provide the ethical
credibility through which academic managers can influence others beyond formal
authority.

The high loading of behavioral characteristics demonstrates that spiritual leadership
must be enacted in practice. Academic managers should not only possess values but also
express them through vision-building, commitment, loyalty, motivation, productivity,
appreciation, and constructive conduct. The strongest role of other characteristics suggests
that spiritual leadership in higher education also requires attention to contextual,
institutional, and mission-oriented factors. Universities serve not only internal
organizational goals but also broader scientific, cultural, and social purposes. Therefore,
spiritual leadership among academic managers should be understood as a comprehensive
value-based model that integrates individual morality, interpersonal responsibility,
managerial behavior, and institutional mission.

In conclusion, the study provides a validated model of spiritual leadership for
academic managers of Islamic Azad University in Tehran. The model consists of 35
confirmed components organized into five dimensions and supported by structural
equation modeling. The findings can serve as a basis for leadership development,
managerial assessment, professional training, and organizational improvement in higher
education. By strengthening spiritual leadership, universities can create more meaningful,
ethical, participatory, and mission-oriented environments for faculty members, staff, and
students.
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