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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and validate effective branding strategies in Instagram digital media among students at the
University of Baghdad, Iraq. An exploratory mixed-method design was used. In the qualitative phase, 25 branding and digital
media experts were selected through purposive and snowball sampling for interviews. Data were analyzed using open, axial,
and selective coding to extract core categories. In the quantitative phase, the statistical population comprised 8000 students,
with a sample of 366 selected based on the Morgan table. A researcher-made questionnaire was used, and data were analyzed
with SPSS for descriptive statistics and SmartPLS for confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling.
Reliability was tested through Cronbach’s alpha and construct reliability, and validity was assessed through convergent and
discriminant validity. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that all components had significant factor loadings (p<0.001).
Five strategic categories emerged: causal strategies (audience needs and consumption patterns, advertising opportunities,
effective content creation), intervening strategies (importance of content engagement, political-socio-cultural factors,
content visibility), contextual strategies (competitiveness, brand positioning, socio-economic impacts), consequences
(audience trust and loyalty, increased sales and revenue, maintaining interaction and trust), and final strategies (building
trust and audience engagement, audience culture and values, technology). All constructs showed AVE>0.5 and composite
reliability and Cronbach’s alpha above 0.7, confirming good model fit. The identified strategies provide an effective
framework for developing digital branding on Instagram among University of Baghdad students, enhancing engagement,
audience loyalty, and brand revenue growth.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the concept of value co-creation has gained increasing attention in the context of higher
education, emerging as a transformative approach that integrates diverse stakeholders in the production of
educational, research, and social values. Rather than viewing students as passive recipients of educational
services, this approach considers them as active partners who contribute to the design, delivery, and
improvement of educational experiences (Aquilani et al., 2018; Dollinger et al., 2018). Value is no longer
perceived as a static output delivered by universities, but as a dynamic outcome that is jointly produced through
ongoing interactions, collaboration, and resource integration between universities and their stakeholders
(Arnold, 2017; Dollinger & Lodge, 2020). Such co-creative processes have been shown to enhance students’
satisfaction, strengthen their loyalty, and foster innovation and sustainable development in academic
institutions (Benchekroun & Soulami, 2021; Pena-Garcia et al., 2021).

At the same time, the structure of universities has been undergoing profound transformations, evolving from
traditional teaching-oriented institutions to more complex entrepreneurial and innovation-driven ecosystems.
Universities have progressed through several generations—first-generation universities focused on teaching,
second-generation universities on research, third-generation universities on entrepreneurship, and fourth-
generation universities on innovation and knowledge commercialization (Dabic et al., 2015; Wissema, 2009).
The emerging fifth-generation universities take this evolution further by incorporating environmental
responsibility, social ecology, and cultural development as core missions, aiming to act as engines of
civilization-building and sustainable development (Carayannis & Campbell, 2019; Carayannis & Campbell,
2010; Nabipour, 2020). They rely on the Quintuple Helix Innovation Model, which integrates academia,
industry, government, civil society, and the natural environment to foster systemic innovation (Bakhshaei et
al., 2024; Lundvall, 1992).

Within this paradigm, value co-creation has become a critical strategy for aligning higher education institutions
with the demands of the knowledge-based economy and sustainable development agendas. Research has
shown that student co-creation behaviors such as sharing knowledge, offering feedback, collaborating in
curriculum design, and engaging in peer learning can significantly improve educational quality and enhance
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the student experience (Cavallone et al., 2021; Elsharnouby, 2015). Similarly, collaborative efforts among
faculty, students, staff, industry partners, and local communities can generate synergies that enhance
institutional reputation, build social capital, and accelerate innovation (Harandi et al., 2023; Osorno et al.,
2022). Digital technologies and IT service platforms have also been recognized as essential enablers of co-
creation, allowing universities to capture stakeholder insights and support collaborative service design
(Oliveira et al., 2024; Turunen, 2025).

In the context of Islamic Azad University (IAU) branches in Mazandaran Province, there is a growing need to
transition toward the fifth-generation university model. Although IAU has played a pivotal role in Iran’s higher
education system, its current structures remain largely rooted in second- and third-generation paradigms and
require fundamental transformation to meet the demands of the knowledge economy (Majidpour et al., 2025;
Zand et al., 2024). Prior research has highlighted several determinants of successful value co-creation in
universities, including organizational culture, human resources, innovation strategies, technological
infrastructure, and stakeholder networks (Haji Hosseini et al., 2023; Norouzi & Nazempour, 2024).
However, few studies have examined the specific dimensions of academic value co-creation in Iranian private
universities, particularly at the provincial level. Addressing this gap, the present study sought to identify the
core dimensions of an academic value co-creation model aligned with the characteristics of fifth-generation
universities within the IAU branches of Mazandaran Province.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied research design with a qualitative approach using the Delphi method.
Participants consisted of 20 academic experts (professors and associate professors) selected purposefully from
IAU branches in Mazandaran Province. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The
collected qualitative data were analyzed using inductive thematic content analysis to extract the key indicators
of academic value co-creation. The initially identified indicators were reviewed and refined through multiple
Delphi rounds, resulting in a final list of 103 indicators. A questionnaire was then developed based on these
indicators and its reliability was confirmed (Cronbach's alpha = 0.982). To validate the construct structure,
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was employed.

Findings

The results of the data analysis revealed 13 key dimensions underlying the academic value co-creation model
in the IAU branches of Mazandaran Province: (1) joint production, (2) knowledge sharing, (3) collaboration
and participation, (4) university interaction, (5) innovation and creativity, (6) satisfaction, (7) quality of
academic services, (8) loyalty, (9) entrepreneurship, (10) sustainable development, (11) branding, (12)
environmental responsibility, and (13) human development and civilization-building. These dimensions
collectively explained 68.160% of the total variance after rotation. Each dimension encapsulated a distinct
aspect of the co-creation process: joint production captured active involvement of students, faculty, and
external stakeholders in creating educational content and projects; knowledge sharing referred to the mutual
exchange of experiences, skills, and information; collaboration and participation denoted multi-stakeholder
engagement in decision-making; university interaction reflected the quality of interpersonal relationships
among university members; innovation and creativity highlighted the importance of generating novel ideas
and solutions; satisfaction and loyalty measured students’ affective and behavioral attachment to the university;
quality of services addressed the perceived excellence of educational and administrative services;
entrepreneurship encompassed fostering entrepreneurial thinking and ventures; sustainable development and
environmental responsibility emphasized the integration of ecological and social goals into academic missions;
branding concerned efforts to build a positive institutional image; and human development and civilization-
building underscored the university’s mission to nurture ethical, knowledgeable, and socially responsible
individuals.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The identification of these 13 dimensions underscores the multidimensional nature of value co-creation in the
context of fifth-generation universities. The findings align with the argument that value is not unilaterally
delivered by universities but is co-produced through dynamic interactions and resource integration among
stakeholders (Aquilani et al., 2018; Arnold, 2017). The prominence of joint production and knowledge sharing
echoes previous studies highlighting the importance of student—faculty co-design of learning materials for
enhancing motivation and learning outcomes (Dollinger & Lodge, 2020; Dollinger et al., 2018). Moreover,
the emphasis on collaboration and participation supports the notion that building partnerships with internal and
external stakeholders is critical for fostering innovation and long-term institutional success (Haji Hosseini et
al., 2023; Harandi et al., 2023; Osorno et al., 2022).

The emergence of university interaction and quality of academic services as core dimensions reinforces the
idea that effective interpersonal relationships and high-quality educational services are foundational for
successful co-creation (Cavallone et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2016). Furthermore, the inclusion of innovation and
creativity resonates with the view that entrepreneurial and innovative universities serve as key drivers of
regional development and socio-economic transformation (Dabic et al., 2015; Javanmardi et al., 2019).
Similarly, the strong link between satisfaction, loyalty, and co-creation behaviors supports evidence that
engaging students as active participants enhances their emotional commitment and long-term connection to
the university (Bazzi et al., 2021; Benchekroun & Soulami, 2021; Manzoor Tania & Al Mahmud, 2023;
Pefna-Garcia et al., 2021).

The integration of entrepreneurship, sustainable development, and environmental responsibility into the model
reflects the core mission of fifth-generation universities to contribute to knowledge-based economic growth
while addressing environmental and social challenges (Bakhshaei et al., 2024; Carayannis & Campbell,
2019; Carayannis & Campbell, 2010; Nabipour, 2020; Oztel, 2020; Zuti & Lukovics, 2015). Notably, the
identification of human development and civilization-building as a distinct dimension represents a novel
contribution, suggesting that universities should transcend their traditional educational and economic functions
to become transformative institutions that cultivate ethical, enlightened, and socially engaged citizens
(Majidpour et al., 2025; Wissema, 2009).

Overall, this study advances the literature by presenting a comprehensive and contextually grounded model of
academic value co-creation for universities transitioning toward the fifth generation. By encompassing
technological, behavioral, organizational, environmental, cultural, and humanistic dimensions, the model
offers a strategic roadmap for policymakers and university leaders seeking to enhance stakeholder engagement,
drive innovation, and foster sustainable development through collaborative value creation in higher education.
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