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Abstract

Given the importance of sustainable entrepreneurship in universities and the role of social innovation hubs in achieving
sustainable development, this study aimed to identify the dimensions and present a qualitative model for sustainable
entrepreneurship in the Social Innovation Hub of Islamic Azad University. This research was conducted using a qualitative
approach with the goal of presenting a sustainable entrepreneurship model for the Social Innovation Hub of Islamic Azad
University. The statistical population consisted of managers and experts familiar with entrepreneurship and social
innovation. Through purposive sampling, 13 individuals were selected for semi-structured interviews. The data were
analyzed using the thematic analysis method, and an initial framework was extracted. This framework was then provided to
15 experts, and ultimately, the final qualitative model of sustainable entrepreneurship was developed based on expert
consensus. The results indicated that the overarching themes derived from the study’s findings included: initiating capacities
in sustainable entrepreneurship, defining processes and mechanisms, sustainability pillars, performance reflections, and
supportive and facilitating structures. Overall, the findings suggest that sustainable entrepreneurship in the Social Innovation
Hub is a multifaceted and dynamic phenomenon that can only be realized through the simultaneous interaction of all themes
identified in this study. When all these elements come together, Islamic Azad University can act as a pioneering institution
in the field of sustainable entrepreneurship and provide a localized model for other universities and innovation institutions
in the country.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sustainable entrepreneurship has emerged as a critical paradigm in both academic discourse and practical
policy frameworks in response to pressing economic, social, and environmental challenges across the globe.
Unlike traditional entrepreneurship, which is often profit-centric, sustainable entrepreneurship emphasizes the
creation of shared value by integrating financial performance with social responsibility and environmental
stewardship (Buzzao et al., 2025). Universities, in particular, have increasingly embraced this agenda,
evolving beyond their dual missions of teaching and research to adopt a "third mission" that actively engages
with societal issues through innovation, entrepreneurship, and community development (Reimers, 2024).

In this regard, Social Innovation Hubs represent a novel institutional form designed to bridge the gap between
knowledge production and societal application. These hubs not only foster creativity but also embed
sustainability principles into entrepreneurial processes, making them crucial platforms for addressing local and
global sustainability goals (Karahan, 2024). Scholars argue that ecosystems enabling sustainable
entrepreneurship require multi-level capacities, ranging from physical and technological infrastructure to
human capital development and institutional support (Leendertse & Rijnsoever, 2025). Within universities,
these ecosystems provide fertile ground for integrating sustainability into entrepreneurial culture, thereby
ensuring both resilience and long-term societal impact (Cooper, 2024).

The literature has emphasized that sustainable entrepreneurship is fundamentally multidimensional, requiring
balanced attention to social, economic, and environmental pillars. Prior research shows that neglecting any one
of these dimensions results in unsustainable practices that undermine long-term viability (Ishaq et al., 2024).
Moreover, there is growing evidence that sustainable entrepreneurial performance is amplified by
competencies such as resilience, financial literacy, and innovation, which serve as drivers of both
organizational success and societal welfare (Maravilla & Flores, 2025).

Beyond competencies, culture and values play a significant role. For instance, studies on Islamic work ethics
and community-based entrepreneurship demonstrate that cultural and normative values reinforce
sustainability-oriented entrepreneurial intentions among students and early-stage entrepreneurs (Sutisna et al.,
2024). Similarly, research on social entrepreneurship highlights the role of value-driven ventures in fostering
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social justice and ecological balance while generating financial returns (Malak Ara, 2024; Sheikh Nazari,
2024).

The digital transformation has further reshaped sustainable entrepreneurship. Digital financial capabilities,
online platforms, and anti-money laundering compliance mechanisms have been identified as enablers of
transparency and accountability, which are essential for long-term sustainability in entrepreneurial ecosystems
(Urooj et al., 2025). This aligns with findings on digital entrepreneurship, which stress its importance in
creating new pathways for innovative and responsible business practices in the 21st century (Naseri & Javadi,
2024). In this sense, sustainable entrepreneurship in the digital era is not limited to the adoption of technologies
but extends to embedding ethical and compliance frameworks into entrepreneurial practice.

Personal and organizational branding also plays a decisive role in sustainable entrepreneurship. Scholars argue
that strong personal branding enhances employability, visibility, and credibility, thereby increasing access to
resources and partnerships (Khedher, 2018; Vinod Dani, 2018). Branding strategies have been linked to
financing opportunities for ventures (ElMassah et al., 2019) and are particularly relevant in digital contexts

where social media platforms shape entrepreneurial identity and outreach (Jacobson, 2020; Vitelar, 2019).
These findings are consistent with broader research on self-presentation, impression management, and word-
of-mouth marketing, which collectively suggest that branding is not merely a marketing tool but a strategic
asset in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Pasternak et al., 2017; Resnick et al., 2016; Shafiee et al., 2020;
Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018).

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of adaptive entrepreneurial marketing and technology
adoption, as businesses were forced to pivot rapidly toward digital channels and flexible strategies to maintain
operations (Polas & Raju, 2021). This crisis-driven transformation highlights the dynamic nature of
entrepreneurial ecosystems and the necessity for continuous innovation. Reviews of market innovation further
reinforce the need for ongoing adaptation, noting that sustainable entrepreneurship must remain responsive to
changing consumer needs, technological shifts, and institutional landscapes (Sprong et al., 2021).

In light of these perspectives, this study sought to identify and model the qualitative dimensions of sustainable
entrepreneurship within the Social Innovation Hub of Islamic Azad University. While existing literature
provides insights into various components of sustainable entrepreneurship, there is a lack of integrated and
context-specific frameworks tailored to university-based social innovation ecosystems. By focusing on expert
interviews and thematic analysis, this study contributes to filling this gap, offering a comprehensive model that
captures initiating capacities, processes and mechanisms, sustainability pillars, functional reflections, and
supportive structures as interdependent dimensions.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design aimed at developing a context-specific model of sustainable
entrepreneurship within the Social Innovation Hub of Islamic Azad University. The study population included
managers, faculty members, and experts with significant experience in entrepreneurship, innovation, and
sustainable development. Using purposive sampling, 13 experts were selected to participate in semi-structured
interviews.

Data collection was conducted through in-depth interviews guided by open-ended questions focusing on the
participants’ experiences, perceptions, and insights regarding sustainable entrepreneurship. Thematic analysis
was used to code, categorize, and interpret the qualitative data. After extracting the initial thematic framework,
it was presented to 15 additional experts for validation through a Delphi-based consensus process.

The analysis proceeded in three phases: initial coding of raw interview data, grouping of similar codes into
organizing themes, and abstraction of overarching themes. This iterative process ensured the robustness and
credibility of the findings. Finally, the model was refined and validated based on expert consensus, ensuring
both conceptual clarity and practical relevance.
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Findings
The thematic analysis produced six overarching themes that collectively define sustainable entrepreneurship
in the context of the Social Innovation Hub:

1. Initiating Capacities: These include physical and technological infrastructure, dynamic human
resources, financial and institutional support, consulting and advisory services, and structural
facilitation mechanisms.

2. Processes and Mechanisms: Core processes identified were skills training and empowerment, team-
building and group participation, needs assessment of local communities, and structured acceleration
programs.

3. Sustainability Pillars: The three pillars of sustainability—economic, social, and environmental—
were consistently emphasized as mutually reinforcing and essential for long-term success.

4. Functional Reflections: Outcomes included human capital empowerment, establishment of social and
knowledge-based enterprises, increased effectiveness of the university in regional sustainable
development, evaluation of socio-environmental impacts, and provision of policy models.

5. Supportive Structures: Institutional leadership, networking inside and outside the university,
academic culture-building, communication platforms, and social justice considerations were identified
as crucial enabling factors.

6. Facilitating Structures: Cultural promotion of social responsibility, long-term leadership
commitment, and participatory governance were highlighted as essential to creating a sustainable
ecosystem.

These findings collectively reveal that sustainable entrepreneurship is a dynamic and multi-layered process,
requiring not only resources and infrastructure but also cultural, institutional, and ethical alignment.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the inherently multidimensional nature of sustainable entrepreneurship
within the context of a university-based social innovation hub. The identification of initiating capacities
underscores the necessity of strong foundations—both infrastructural and human—to enable sustainable
entrepreneurial activity. Without reliable physical infrastructure, technological resources, and motivated
human capital, sustainability efforts remain fragmented.

Equally important are the processes and mechanisms that provide direction and structure to entrepreneurial
initiatives. Training, empowerment, and team-building represent the operational core that channels
entrepreneurial energy into productive outcomes. These processes align with global findings that emphasize
the role of education and experiential learning in embedding sustainability values into entrepreneurship
(Patricia, 2024; Reimers, 2024).

The emphasis on sustainability pillars reinforces the notion that sustainable entrepreneurship cannot be
achieved by focusing on economic performance alone. Instead, a balanced integration of social justice,
environmental stewardship, and financial viability is required. This finding resonates with the value-triple-
bottom-line framework widely discussed in the literature (Buzzao et al., 2025; Ishaq et al., 2024).
Functional reflections highlight the transformative role of universities in not only empowering students and
entrepreneurs but also in shaping regional development agendas. By producing social and environmental
impacts, universities become active stakeholders in the sustainable development process, thereby fulfilling
their third mission (Karahan, 2024).

The role of supportive and facilitating structures further emphasizes that sustainable entrepreneurship is not
merely an individual endeavor but a systemic phenomenon that relies on institutional backing, policy support,
and cultural reinforcement. The integration of digital tools and personal branding strategies adds another layer,
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indicating that sustainability also requires visibility, credibility, and adaptability in competitive environments
(Jacobson, 2020; Naseri & Javadi, 2024; Urooj et al., 2025; Vitelar, 2019).

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive qualitative model of sustainable entrepreneurship tailored
to the Social Innovation Hub of Islamic Azad University. The model highlights the interplay of capacities,
processes, sustainability pillars, outcomes, and institutional supports, offering both theoretical insights and
practical guidance. By adopting this framework, universities can strengthen their role as drivers of sustainable
development, empower future generations of entrepreneurs, and contribute meaningfully to societal welfare
and environmental preservation.
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