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Abstract

In recent decades, higher education institutions have faced increasing demands that
go beyond their traditional roles of teaching and research. Universities are now
expected to act as key agents in promoting civic values, addressing societal
challenges, and advancing sustainable development. Despite this global trend, Iran’s
higher education system lacks a coherent, localized policy framework for
institutionalizing social responsibility.

This study aims to design and validate a public policy model for embedding social
responsibility within Iranian higher education. Adopting a mixed-methods
approach, the qualitative phase involved thematic analysis of semi-structured
interviews with 18 higher education experts, while the quantitative phase applied
structural equation modeling (SEM) using Smart PLS on data collected from 287
faculty members.

The findings identified six major themes encompassing 26 key components,
including macro-level policymaking, cultural attitudes, legal frameworks,
institutional capacity building, university-community engagement, and the
realization of a developmental university. The model demonstrated strong validity
through composite reliability, convergent and discriminant validity, and acceptable
values for R?, Q?, and GOF. The results suggest that social responsibility in higher
education cannot be achieved through isolated or voluntary initiatives. Instead, it
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must be embedded into national policies, legal systems, institutional culture, and
operational strategies. The proposed model offers a conceptual and practical
framework for policymakers, university administrators, and accreditation bodies to
align academic institutions with societal needs.

Keywords: Social Responsibility, Public Policy, Higher Education, Thematic
Analysis, Structural Equation Modeling

Purpose

In recent decades, higher education systems worldwide have been confronted with
expanding expectations that go far beyond the traditional missions of teaching and
research. Universities are now expected to act as socially responsive institutions that
contribute to sustainable development, civic empowerment, ethical engagement, and
the resolution of societal challenges. Despite this global transformation, evidence
suggests that the Iranian higher education system lacks an integrated, indigenous,
and policy-oriented framework for institutionalizing University Social Responsibility
(USR). Fragmented initiatives, inconsistent governance structures, and the uncritical
transfer of corporate social responsibility (CSR) models into the academic context
have resulted in significant gaps in policy design and implementation. This study

aims to address these gaps by designing and validating a comprehensive policy

model for embedding social responsibility in Iran’s higher education system.

Methods

This applied research was conducted using a mixed-methods exploratory design. In
the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 18
experts in higher education governance, public policy, and social responsibility.
Thematic analysis—conducted through a six-stage coding process using MaxQDA—
yielded the core dimensions and components of the proposed model. To ensure
rigor, member checking, analyst triangulation, and comparative validation with

existing literature were employed.

In the quantitative phase, the extracted components were operationalized into a
structured questionnaire, which was distributed among 287 faculty members from
Islamic Azad University in Alborz Province. The measurement and structural
models were evaluated through Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) using Smart PLS. Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability), convergent validity (AVE), discriminant validity (Fornell-
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Larcker criterion), predictive relevance (Q?), and overall fit (GOF) were applied to

validate the model.

Findings
The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of six major dimensions and 26

core components of USR policy-making in higher education:

Macro-Level Policymaking

Cultural Attitudes and Normative Orientations

Legal and Regulatory Structures

Institutional Capacity Building

University-Community Engagement and Social Alignment

Developmental and Transformative University Functions

These dimensions encompass operational, cultural, structural, and ethical
requirements for institutionalizing social responsibility. The quantitative results
confirmed the robustness of the model. All factor loadings exceeded acceptable
thresholds, composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha values were greater than 0.70,

AVE values were above 0.50, and R” values indicated moderate to strong explanatory

power. The GOF index (0.259) verified an acceptable overall model fit.

Discussion

The model demonstrates that USR is a multidimensional construct requiring
simultaneous attention to governance, culture, legal frameworks, and community
engagement. The findings underscore that social responsibility in higher education
cannot be realized through symbolic actions, isolated initiatives, or purely voluntary
programs. Rather, coherent policy design, legislative reinforcement, cultural
transformation, and participatory governance are essential conditions for

embedding USR within the institutional fabric of universities.

The study aligns with global perspectives on stakeholder theory, institutional theory,
and sustainability-focused higher education reforms. However, it provides a
uniquely contextualized and culturally grounded model suited to the Iranian
academic environment, addressing the limitations of CSR-derived models that fail to

account for the mission-driven, public-good nature of university systems.
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Implications
The proposed policy model offers practical guidance for higher education

policymakers, university leaders, and accreditation bodies. It can support:
strategic decision-making and long-term planning,

integration of social responsibility into educational and research missions,
reform of governance and regulatory frameworks,

enhancement of university-community partnerships,

and evaluation and benchmarking of USR performance.
Ultimately, the model contributes to strengthening the societal relevance, legitimacy,

and developmental role of universities in Iran.
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