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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a localized organizational excellence model
based on the EFQM 2020 framework for non-governmental preschool centers in
Shiraz. An exploratory sequential mixed-method design was employed; in the
qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 21
experts and document analysis and analyzed using thematic analysis in Maxqda24,
resulting in 4 dimensions, 13 components, and 105 indicators; in the quantitative
phase, a 105-item researcher-developed questionnaire was administered to 97
preschool managers and instructors, and the data were analyzed using SPSS and
SmartPLS with structural equation modeling. Structural equation modeling indicated
that the ‘Results” dimension exerted the strongest influence on organizational
excellence (loading = 0.956), followed by “Execution” (0.948), “Support” (0.886),
and “Orientation” (0.783); one-sample t-tests revealed an overall unfavorable status
of organizational excellence in Shiraz preschools; all factor loadings were significant
and exceeded 0.4; the proposed model demonstrated strong validity based on
comprehensibility (4.23), adaptability (4.17), generalizability (4.13), and
controllability (3.76). The validated localized model provides a coherentand practical
framework for enhancing management quality, educational performance, stakeholder
responsiveness, and organizational sustainability in preschool institutions and offers
a reliable foundation for educational policy and decision-making.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Early childhood education constitutes the foundational layer of the educational system and plays a decisive
role in shaping children’s cognitive, emotional, social, and behavioral development. Extensive research
demonstrates that the quality of educational experiences in preschool years significantly influences lifelong
learning trajectories, academic success, and psychosocial well-being (Izard, 2001; Mehrjo et al., 2021; Nazari
et al.,, 2024). In Iran, preschool education faces persistent challenges including inconsistent policy
implementation, shortage of specialized human resources, weak governance mechanisms, fragmented
management structures, and lack of comprehensive evaluation frameworks (Karimi, 2023; Mohammadi
Landi, 2021; Nourianfar et al., 2022). These challenges hinder the ability of preschool centers to deliver
high-quality, equitable, and sustainable educational services, particularly in regions with complex social and
cultural conditions.

Organizational excellence frameworks have emerged globally as effective instruments for improving
performance, strengthening governance, and ensuring sustainable development within educational institutions.
Among them, the EFQM Excellence Model has gained prominence due to its holistic structure that integrates
leadership, strategy, people, partnerships, processes, innovation, and results into a coherent system of
continuous improvement (Black & Porter, 1995; Dale et al., 2000; Martin-castilla & Rodriguez-ruiz, 2008).
The EFQM 2020 model further extends this approach by embedding sustainability, digital transformation,
resilience, and stakeholder value creation as core principles (Deliou & Koemtzi, 2021; Fonseca, 2022;
Fonseca etal., 2021). Empirical studies in diverse educational contexts confirm that EFQM adoption enhances
learning capacity, innovation, stakeholder satisfaction, and institutional performance (Kafetzopoulos &
Gotzamani, 2019; Para-Gonzalez et al., 2022; Siit6ova et al., 2022; Taraza et al., 2024).

Despite growing evidence, systematic application of EFQM in preschool education—particularly within the
Iranian context—remains limited. Prior national studies largely focus on higher education and general
schooling, leaving a conceptual and operational gap regarding preschool institutions (Jamshidi Koohsari et
al., 2020; Majooni et al., 2021). Furthermore, Iranian preschool policy studies indicate weak strategic
alignment, fragmented governance, and insufficient integration of quality management principles (Asghari et
al., 2023; Khalighi Nejad, 2019; Khalighi Nejad & Pirzadi, 2023). These findings underscore the necessity
of developing a localized organizational excellence model that aligns EFQM principles with the cultural,
administrative, and structural realities of Iranian preschool education.

Simultaneously, global educational discourse increasingly emphasizes sustainability, social responsibility, and
stakeholder-centered governance as essential components of institutional excellence (Leal Filho et al., 2021;
Taraza et al., 2024). Emerging research further highlights the role of ethical leadership, social responsibility,
and professional integrity in stabilizing organizational performance during periods of crisis (Rahmani et al.,
2025). In early childhood education, these dimensions become even more critical due to the sector’s direct
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influence on human capital formation and social cohesion. Collectively, the literature points toward the urgent
need for a comprehensive, context-sensitive excellence framework tailored specifically for preschool
institutions in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 21 experts in preschool education and educational management,
alongside systematic document analysis. Thematic analysis using Maxqda24 software produced a preliminary
conceptual model consisting of dimensions, components, and operational indicators.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 105 items was administered to 97
managers and teachers from non-governmental preschool centers in Shiraz, selected through stratified random
sampling. Data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS. Descriptive statistics, one-sample t-tests, and
structural equation modeling were used to validate the model, examine relationships among variables, and
assess overall organizational excellence levels. The final model was evaluated using criteria of
comprehensibility, adaptability, generalizability, and controllability.

Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded four core dimensions—Results, Execution, Support, and Orientation—supported
by 13 components and 105 operational indicators. Structural equation modeling demonstrated that the Results
dimension exerted the strongest effect on organizational excellence (factor loading = 0.956), followed by
Execution (0.948), Support (0.886), and Orientation (0.783). All factor loadings exceeded the minimum
threshold of 0.4 and were statistically significant at the 99% confidence level, confirming construct validity.
One-sample t-tests revealed that the current status of organizational excellence in Shiraz preschool centers was
significantly below the desired level across all dimensions. The Results dimension emerged as the highest
priority for improvement, particularly through enhancing stakeholder perceptions, educational outcomes, and
strategic performance indicators.

Model validation by experts produced high internal consistency scores: comprehensibility (4.23), adaptability
(4.17), generalizability (4.13), and controllability (3.76), indicating strong reliability and practical
applicability. The final model offers an integrated framework linking strategic leadership, operational
processes, resource support, innovation, and performance outcomes within preschool education.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that excellence in preschool education is fundamentally outcome-driven, with
Results functioning as the primary driver of organizational performance. The strong influence of Execution
highlights the necessity of effective strategy implementation, staff empowerment, stakeholder engagement,
and continuous process improvement. Support functions—Ieadership, infrastructure, technology, and human
resource development—serve as enabling foundations that sustain long-term excellence. Orientation, while
comparatively less influential, provides the strategic direction that aligns all organizational efforts.

The proposed localized model fills a critical gap in Iranian early childhood education by translating
international excellence principles into a culturally and administratively compatible framework. It provides
decision-makers with a systematic roadmap for enhancing educational quality, accountability, and
sustainability. By integrating EFQM principles with local contextual requirements, the model strengthens
governance capacity, improves service delivery, and fosters resilient educational institutions.

Ultimately, this study confirms that achieving excellence in preschool education requires a balanced
integration of strategic vision, operational execution, institutional support, and performance outcomes. The
validated model offers a robust foundation for policy development, institutional reform, and continuous quality
improvement within Iran’s preschool education system.
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