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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify the dimensions of leadership competencies based on educational and
research quality at Islamic Azad University in Mazandaran Province and to explain their role in the
continuous improvement of university educational and research performance. This study was conducted
using a qualitative mixed-methods approach based on systematic grounded theory. The participants
included 14 experts in university management, higher education, educational planning, and research who
were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software. The analysis process was carried out in three stages, including
open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, 220 initial concepts were extracted and subsequently
reduced to 68 meaningful concepts through abstraction and integration. These concepts were then
organized into major and minor categories, leading to the development of the final conceptual model. To
ensure the credibility of the findings, internal validity, expert confirmation, continuous comparative
analysis,and construct validity were employed. The findings indicated that leadership competencies based
on educationaland research quality could be explained through five major dimensions, including individual
competencies, organizational and managerial competencies, structural competencies, educational quality,
and research quality. The dimension of individual competencies included professional ethics and
commitment, strategic thinking, responsibility, and continuous learning. Organizational and managerial
competencies involved strategic planning, change management, data-driven decision-making, human
resource leadership, and organizational culture development. The findings also demonstrated that
infrastructure development, alignment of organizational structures with university goals, and support for
innovation were among the most significant structural competencies. In the educational quality dimension,
active teaching methods, teacher—student interaction, continuous assessment, and the application of
educational technologies were emphasized. In the research quality dimension, support for research
activities, scientific networking, evaluation of research performance, and promotion of innovation and
creativity were identified as key components. The core category extracted from the study was “Systematic
Empowerment of University Leaders” Competencies for the Continuous Improvement of Educational and
Research Quality.” The findings demonstrated that improving educational and research quality at Islamic
Azad University requires the simultaneous and integrated development of leaders’ individual, managerial,
and structural competencies.

Keywords: Leadership competencies, educational quality, research quality, Islamic Azad University,
university leadership, higher education.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Higher education systems across the world have experienced profound transformations during the last two
decades due to globalization, rapid technological change, increased academic competition, and evolving
societal expectations from universities. In this context, university leadership has shifted from a traditional
administrative function toward a strategic and transformational role focused on quality enhancement,
innovation, and sustainable institutional development. Universities are now expected not only to provide
effective teaching butalso to generate scientific knowledge, develop research capacities, and respond to social
and economic challenges. Consequently, leadership competencies have emerged as one of the most critical
determinants of educational and research quality in higher education institutions (ChuiYean, 2024).
Leadership competencies refer to a combination of knowledge, professional skills, attitudes, ethical values,
strategic thinking, communication abilities, and managerial capabilities that enable leaders to effectively guide
organizations toward achieving their goals (Emami Meybodi et al., 2019). In academic settings, these
competencies include strategic planning, evidence-based decision-making, organizational development,
innovation management, human resource empowerment, ethical leadership, and transformational capabilities.
Educational leaders who possess such competencies are more capable of creating learning-oriented

environments, strengthening organizational culture, and improving institutional performance (Qoureh Jili &
Rahimi, 2021). Research evidence has consistently demonstrated that leadership quality directly influences
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teaching effectiveness, research productivity, faculty motivation, and student satisfaction (Nikouei &
Mirshakari, 2025).

In contemporary higher education, educational and research quality are considered the two core missions of
universities. Educational quality reflects the effectiveness of teaching-learning processes, curriculum
relevance, active learning strategies, technological integration, and student development outcomes. Research
quality, on the other hand, represents the university’s capacity for scientific production, innovation, knowledge
transfer, and problem-solving contributions to society. Achieving excellence in both dimensions requires
leaders who can simultaneously manage academic complexity, organizational change, and institutional
competitiveness (Abunaser et al., 2025). Therefore, leadership competency models have increasingly become
a major focus of educational policy and organizational development in universities worldwide.

Islamic Azad University, as one of the largest higher education systems in Iran and the Islamic world, plays a
crucial role in scientific development, human capital formation, and educational expansion. However, the
diversity of academic units, geographical dispersion, increasing competition among universities, and changing
educational demands have created significant managerial and organizational challenges for this institution
(Kazerouni Shamiri et al., 2022). Under such conditions, improving educational and research quality requires
university leaders who possess comprehensive and context-based leadership competencies capable of
addressing institutional complexity and promoting sustainable academic transformation.

Previous studies have emphasized different dimensions of leadership competencies in educational
organizations. Habibi and colleagues identified strategic thinking, organizational commitment, communication
skills, and empowerment as important components of leadership competency among Islamic Azad University
managers (Habibi et al., 2020; Habibi et al., 2021). Raadi Afsouran and colleagues demonstrated that
transformational leadership competencies, team-building capabilities, and strategic thinking significantly
improve organizational performance and leadership effectiveness (Raadi Afsouran et al., 2020). Similarly,
Mohtaram and Pakbaz highlighted the importance of ambidextrous leadership competencies, emphasizing that
effective leaders must simultaneously maintain organizational stability while fostering innovation and
adaptability (Mohtaram & Pakbaz, 2023).

With the rapid expansion of digital technologies and Industry 4.0, leadership competency frameworks have
evolved substantially. Digital transformation has changed the nature of teaching, learning, communication,
and academic administration, requiring leaders to possess digital leadership competencies in addition to
traditional managerial skills (Khabareh, 2024). Ahmadi Khesal and colleagues emphasized that modern
leadership competencies include digital literacy, technological foresight, innovation management, and the
ability to adapt organizational systems to technological changes (Ahmadi Khesal et al., 2024). In higher
education institutions, these competencies are increasingly associated with educational innovation, e-learning
systems, data-driven decision-making, and academic flexibility (Chui Yean, 2024).

International studies have also highlighted the growing importance of leadership competency development in
educational systems. Gladys and colleagues argued that higher education leaders must engage in lifelong
learning and continuous professional upskilling to respond effectively to dynamic academic environments
(Gladys et al., 2025). Firas and colleagues identified collaborative leadership, innovation support, professional
communication, and empowerment as essential competencies for educational leaders (Firas et al., 2025).
Erlane and colleagues emphasized the necessity of institutional competency assessment systems to improve
leadership performance and organizational effectiveness in universities (Erlane et al., 2024). Furthermore,
Shirkani identified professional leadership competency as a multidimensional construct involving ethical,
managerial, educational, and strategic dimensions (Shirkani, 2025).

Despite the growing body of literature on leadership competencies, several gaps remain in the context of
Iranian higher education. Most previous studies have either focused on isolated leadership skills or presented
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generalized competency frameworks without explicitly connecting them to educational and research quality
outcomes. Moreover, many studies have overlooked the structural and systemic dimensions of leadership in
universities and have primarily concentrated on individual leadership characteristics (Kamali-Rad et al.,
2024). There is therefore a need for a comprehensive and context-specific model capable of explaining how
leadership competencies contribute to the improvement of educational and research quality within the
organizational structure of Islamic Azad University.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify the dimensions of leadership competencies based on
educational and research quality at Islamic Azad University in Mazandaran Province and to develop a
conceptual model explaining the relationship between leadership competencies and sustainable academic
quality improvement.

Methods and Materials

The present study was conducted using a qualitative mixed-methods approach grounded in systematic
grounded theory methodology. The qualitative design was selected because of the complex, multidimensional,
and context-dependent nature of university leadership competencies and their relationship with educational
and research quality. The research population consisted of university administrators, higher education experts,
faculty members, and specialists in educational leadership and academic management affiliated with Islamic
Azad University in Mazandaran Province.

Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in interviews with 14 experts who possessed substantial academic
and managerial experience in higher education. Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data
collection method. Interview questions focused on identifying leadership competencies associated with
educational quality, research effectiveness, organizational development, innovation, academic management,
and institutional transformation.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software. Data analysis
followed the three-stage grounded theory coding process, including open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. During open coding, meaningful units and initial concepts were extracted from interview transcripts
through line-by-line analysis. In the next stage, similar concepts were grouped into broader categories and
subcategories through axial coding. Finally, selective coding was conducted to identify the core category and
establish relationships among the major dimensions of leadership competency.

To ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings, several validation strategies were employed.
Continuous comparison of data, member checking, expert review, theoretical sensitivity, and repeated revision
of categories were used throughout the analysis process. In addition, conceptual consistency and construct
validity were strengthened through comparisons between the extracted categories and the existing theoretical
literature on educational leadership and higher education management.

Findings

The findings revealed that leadership competencies based on educational and research quality could be
categorized into five major dimensions, including individual competencies, organizational and managerial
competencies, structural competencies, educational quality competencies, and research quality competencies.
Analysis of interview data resulted in the extraction of 220 initial concepts, which were ultimately refined into
68 meaningful conceptual categories through abstraction and integration processes.

The dimension of individual competencies included ethical commitment, professional responsibility, strategic
thinking, continuous learning, motivational capability, flexibility, and professional communication skills.
Participants emphasized that university leaders must possess ethical integrity, accountability, visionary
thinking, and a commitment to continuous self-development in order to effectively guide academic institutions
toward quality improvement.
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Organizational and managerial competencies consisted of strategic planning, change management, evidence-
based decision-making, human resource management, organizational culture development, and team
empowerment. The findings indicated that effective leaders create supportive organizational environments by
encouraging collaboration, participation, innovation, and professional growth among faculty members and
university staff.

Structural competencies included organizational structure design, infrastructure development, innovation
support, process alignment, and quality assurance systems. Participants emphasized that leadership
effectiveness depends not only on individual managerial capabilities but also on the existence of flexible
organizational structures, technological infrastructure, and systematic support mechanisms that facilitate
educational and research activities.

The educational quality dimension included active teaching and learning methods, continuous assessment and
feedback systems, student-centered learning, faculty-student interaction, curriculum improvement, and
educational technology integration. The findings demonstrated that educational quality improves when
university leaders support innovative teaching strategies, participatory learning environments, and continuous
evaluation systems.

The research quality dimension involved research support systems, scientific networking, innovation and
creativity development, performance evaluation, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Participants highlighted
that effective leaders encourage applied and problem-oriented research, facilitate access to research resources,
and establish scientific collaborations at national and international levels.

The analysis also led to the identification of the core category of the study, labeled as “Systematic
Empowerment of University Leadership Competencies for the Continuous Improvement of Educational and
Research Quality.” This core category reflected the integrated and synergistic relationship among the identified
competency dimensions and demonstrated that sustainable academic transformation requires simultaneous
development of personal, managerial, and structural leadership capacities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that leadership competencies in higher education are
multidimensional and interconnected constructs that directly influence educational and research quality. The
identified dimensions revealed that effective university leadership extends beyond administrative management
and involves ethical, strategic, organizational, and developmental capacities capable of promoting sustainable
institutional transformation.

One of the major findings of this study was the central role of individual competencies such as ethical
commitment, strategic thinking, accountability, and continuous learning. These competencies create the
foundation for trust-building, organizational commitment, and academic motivation within universities.
Leaders who possess ethical integrity and professional responsibility are more capable of fostering
collaborative and learning-oriented academic environments. Furthermore, strategic thinking enables leaders to
align institutional goals with changing educational and societal demands, thereby increasing organizational
adaptability and long-term effectiveness.

The findings also emphasized the importance of organizational and managerial competencies in improving
university performance. Effective strategic planning, change management, and human resource development
were identified as key factors contributing to educational and research quality enhancement. Universities
operate within highly dynamic and competitive environments, requiring leaders who can manage institutional
complexity, support faculty development, and facilitate organizational learning. Leadership effectiveness
therefore depends not only on personal abilities but also on the capacity to create systems that encourage
participation, innovation, and professional growth.
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Another important finding was the significant role of structural competencies in supporting sustainable
academic quality. Flexible organizational structures, technological infrastructure, and quality assurance
systems were identified as essential conditions for the successful implementation of leadership strategies. Even
highly competent leaders may fail to achieve institutional transformation if organizational systems are rigid,
fragmented, or resistant to change. Consequently, leadership competencies should be understood within a
systemic and structural framework rather than solely as individual characteristics.

The findings related to educational quality highlighted the importance of active learning, continuous feedback,
student-centered teaching, and educational technology integration. These findings indicate that modern
universities must move beyond traditional teacher-centered approaches and adopt innovative teaching-learning
models capable of preparing students for complex professional and social realities. University leaders play a
crucial role in supporting pedagogical innovation and creating environments that facilitate collaborative and
experiential learning.

The research quality findings further demonstrated that academic leadership significantly influences scientific
productivity, innovation, and research effectiveness. Leaders who support interdisciplinary collaboration,
provide research resources, and encourage problem-oriented scientific inquiry contribute directly to
institutional research development. Research quality therefore depends not only on individual faculty expertise
but also on organizational support systems and leadership-driven research culture.

Overall, the present study proposed a comprehensive conceptual model of leadership competencies capable of
explaining the relationship between leadership effectiveness and educational and research quality in Islamic
Azad University. The findings suggest that sustainable academic improvement requires the systematic
empowerment of leadership competencies across individual, managerial, and structural dimensions.
Universities seeking long-term educational excellence and research advancement must therefore adopt
competency-based leadership development systems that integrate ethical leadership, strategic management,
innovation support, organizational learning, and quality-oriented institutional structures.
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