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Abstract

The purpose of the present study was to present a higher education model for the realization of sustainable development
components in the South Pars region. This research is applied in nature and qualitative in terms of method. The statistical
population consisted of 12 experts and academic scholars in the field of sustainable development in general and sustainable
development in higher education in particular, whose views were used to identify and code the categories. In order to identify
the factors, interviews were first conducted, and with the help of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, categories
and concepts were extracted. The result of this stage included 451 open codes, 24 axial codes, and 8 selective codes. In the
next stage, using the Delphi technique, the causal, contextual, intervening, strategic, and consequential conditions were
screened in three stages, and consensus was ultimately reached on 135 open codes. The findings indicated that the higher
education model for achieving sustainable development components in the South Pars region comprises 2 causal conditions
with 8 sub-criteria, 1 contextual condition with 3 sub-criteria, 1 intervening factor with 2 sub-criteria, 2 strategies with 5
sub-criteria, and finally 2 major outcomes with 5 sub-criteria. These outcomes include the development of sustainable
projects and businesses, along with the management of natural resources and the environment. Therefore, it can be concluded
that focusing on sustainable development in the region leads to an increase in business development as well as the
preservation and management of natural resources.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education has emerged as a cornerstone in global strategies aimed at achieving sustainable
development. Universities are no longer seen solely as institutions for teaching and research but as key actors
in addressing complex ecological, economic, and social challenges. Their role is pivotal in shaping sustainable
futures, both locally and globally, through curriculum design, research agendas, community engagement, and
institutional operations (Calder & Dautremont-Smith, 2009; Lozano, 2013). The sustainable university is
envisioned as an institution that not only minimizes negative environmental impacts but also actively
contributes to creating a sustainable society (Beynaghi, 2016; Branje, 2013).

The emergence of sustainable higher education is closely linked with global movements that highlight the
interconnectedness of environmental preservation, economic growth, and social equity. Universities are
expected to prepare graduates capable of integrating sustainability principles into decision-making processes,
while simultaneously restructuring their internal systems to align with sustainable development goals
(Akinsemolu & Onyeaka, 2025; Popescu & Verma, 2025). This dual responsibility positions higher education
as both a contributor to sustainability and as a model of sustainable practice itself (Vare et al., 2019).

One of the primary challenges lies in embedding sustainability into curricula. Developing sustainability-
oriented programs and cross-disciplinary courses ensures that graduates possess systemic thinking skills,
ethical responsibility, and competencies to address real-world problems (Chen et al., 2020; Priyadarshini &
Abhilash, 2022). Entrepreneurship education has also gained attention as a mechanism to foster innovation
and resilience in pursuit of sustainability (Patricia, 2024; Reimers, 2024). Furthermore, universities must
engage in research and innovation that focus on renewable energy, waste management, and green technologies,
thereby reinforcing their societal responsibility (Khan et al., 2021; Liao et al., 2020).

In addition to curricular and research aspects, universities are challenged to transform into organizational
systems capable of adapting to changing environments. Sustainable higher education institutions function as
complex adaptive systems requiring flexible structures, strong governance, and multi-stakeholder
collaboration (Oleksandr et al., 2024; Priyadarshini & Abhilash, 2022). These transformations are not only
internal but extend outward, creating partnerships with industry, government, and civil society (Sabakpi Ali
Gorgheh et al., 2021; Seminikhyna & Lutsenko, 2024).

In Iran, sustainable development has been identified as a strategic priority across multiple sectors, yet higher
education has often been underutilized in implementing localized sustainability frameworks. The South Pars
region, as the largest energy hub in the country, faces unique sustainability challenges. Industrial concentration
has created opportunities for economic growth but also severe ecological pressures. Universities in this region
must therefore adopt sustainability-focused strategies that integrate education, research, and outreach with the
specific needs of the local community (Dehbandi Baladehi & Arab Jafari, 2022; Taheri & Meshari, 2024).
Previous studies in Iran have emphasized the need for identifying and prioritizing sustainability factors in
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higher education, but comprehensive models remain limited (Khazenzadeh & Moshari, 2020; Malekinia et
al., 2014; Memarian Fard & Yavari, 2018).

Globally, declarations and frameworks have underlined the responsibility of higher education in driving
sustainability leadership (Lozano, 2013; Seegebarth et al., 2016). Universities have been urged to act as
laboratories of sustainability, integrating ecological and social considerations into every aspect of institutional
operation (Calder & Dautremont-Smith, 2009; Kemper & Ballantine, 2019). However, the successful
realization of these goals requires context-specific adaptations. What works in Europe or North America may
not directly translate to the unique socio-economic and environmental realities of regions such as South Pars
(Acevedo-Duque et al., 2023; Seminikhyna & Lutsenko, 2024).

Therefore, this study aimed to design a higher education model for realizing sustainable development
components in the South Pars region. The model was developed using grounded theory, supported by expert
interviews and Delphi consensus, to identify causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening variables,
strategies, and outcomes aligned with regional needs.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative design with an applied purpose. The grounded theory method was employed
to develop a comprehensive model of higher education for sustainable development. The research population
consisted of 12 academic experts and specialists in sustainable development and higher education. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling, ensuring their expertise in both sustainability and higher education
systems.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed participants to provide in-depth
insights into sustainability challenges and opportunities in higher education. Open, axial, and selective coding
techniques were applied to extract categories and concepts. In the initial stage, 451 open codes, 24 axial codes,
and 8 selective codes were identified.

To refine and validate these findings, the Delphi technique was applied in three stages. Experts participated in
iterative rounds of evaluation to achieve consensus on the identified codes. This process ultimately
consolidated the findings into 135 open codes agreed upon by the panel. The coding was structured based on
Strauss and Corbin’s paradigm model, including causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences.

Findings

The findings revealed that the proposed higher education model for sustainable development in the South Pars
region consists of five main dimensions: causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening factors, strategies,
and consequences.

Causal conditions included the establishment of research and development centers, innovation hubs, and the
integration of environmental sustainability policies into university management. These were identified as
critical drivers of sustainability-oriented transformation in higher education.

Contextual conditions focused on education and awareness, particularly efforts to embed sustainability
knowledge across curricula and to raise awareness among students and faculty members.

Intervening conditions highlighted the importance of health and well-being within universities. Creating
healthy environments for students and staff was viewed as essential to the broader sustainability agenda.
Strategies encompassed two central themes: collaboration and interaction with industry and society, and the
use of renewable energy coupled with promoting a green culture within university campuses. These strategies
were seen as vital in aligning academic institutions with both environmental goals and societal needs.
Consequences of implementing the model included two major outcomes: (1) the development of sustainable
projects and businesses, and (2) the effective management of natural resources and the environment. These
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outcomes underscored the dual economic and ecological benefits of embedding sustainability within higher
education institutions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings align with global literature emphasizing that higher education institutions must serve as
engines of sustainability through education, research, and social responsibility (Akinsemolu & Onyeaka,
2025; Popescu & Verma, 2025). The identification of causal conditions such as research and innovation
centers resonates with prior studies showing the transformative role of universities in producing
interdisciplinary knowledge and fostering green entrepreneurship (Chen et al., 2020; Patricia, 2024).
Similarly, embedding sustainability policies within management structures corresponds with earlier
recommendations for universities to act as institutional leaders in sustainability (Lozano, 2013; Pour-Atashi,
2014).

The role of education and awareness as contextual factors reflects the global consensus that curricula are the
foundation of sustainable universities (Priyadarshini & Abhilash, 2022; Reimers, 2024). By equipping
students with competencies for systemic thinking and problem-solving, universities contribute not only to
academic knowledge but also to behavioral changes needed for societal transformation (Akinsemolu &
Onyeaka, 2025; Vare et al., 2019).

The finding that health and well-being serve as intervening conditions extends existing literature by
underscoring the social dimension of sustainability. Creating safe and supportive environments is fundamental
to ensuring long-term institutional sustainability and resonates with calls for holistic approaches that integrate
social justice with ecological concerns (Khazenzadeh & Moshari, 2020; Seegebarth et al., 2016).

The strategies identified—industry collaboration and renewable energy adoption—further highlight the dual
role of universities in linking sustainability with both societal and ecological goals. Previous research similarly
emphasized that cooperation between academia, industry, and government accelerates sustainable innovation
(Dehbandi Baladehi & Arab Jafari, 2022; Sabakpi Ali Gorgheh et al., 2021). The promotion of green culture
is likewise consistent with global experiences showing that sustainable campuses act as catalysts for changing
social values (Khan et al., 2021; Liao et al., 2020).

Finally, the consequences of sustainable project development and natural resource management reinforce the
notion that higher education contributes directly to green economic growth while safeguarding ecological
systems (Acevedo-Duque et al., 2023; Oleksandr et al., 2024). These findings confirm that sustainability in
higher education is not merely an internal institutional goal but a societal necessity with far-reaching impacts.
In conclusion, the study provides a comprehensive and context-specific model of higher education for
achieving sustainable development in the South Pars region. By identifying causal conditions, contextual and
intervening factors, strategies, and consequences, it underscores the multifaceted role of universities in
fostering sustainable futures. The model demonstrates that focusing on sustainability in higher education can
simultaneously advance economic development, social well-being, and environmental stewardship.
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