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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and conceptualize the key dimensions and components influencing the outsourcing of
educational and research activities in secondary schools. The research was applied and qualitative, following a grounded
theory approach. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 19 university professors and experienced
officials from the Tehran Education Organization, selected via purposive sampling until theoretical saturation. The data were
analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding with the aid of MAXQDA software. The analysis revealed a comprehensive
outsourcing model consisting of three main dimensions: service quality, cost savings, and risk management. Service quality
encompassed expertise, educational standards, and customer satisfaction; cost savings included direct cost reduction, time
efficiency, competitive benchmarking, and cost analysis; and risk management involved risk identification, risk assessment,
and effective communication. Additionally, causal conditions such as regulatory systems, educational needs, and societal
attitudes; contextual factors including social and technological conditions; and intervening factors such as managerial and
social barriers were identified. Strategic components involved quality management strategies and collaboration strategies.
The outcomes included enhanced teaching quality, teacher skill development, increased student participation, and stronger
social cooperation and conditions. The developed model provides practical insights for educational policymakers and
managers to effectively utilize external resources, improve instructional quality, and foster sustainable development in
secondary education.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the increasing complexity of educational systems and the demand for higher-quality learning
outcomes have encouraged schools to adopt new managerial approaches to optimize resources and improve
performance (Forouzandeh, 2024). Secondary education, as a critical stage for preparing students for
academic specialization and workforce readiness, has been emphasized in national policy frameworks such as
the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education (Supreme Council of the Cultural & Supreme
Council of the Ministry of, 2011). However, the persistent shortage of qualified personnel, budgetary
constraints, and rapidly evolving technological and social environments have challenged the sustainability and
quality of educational and research activities in schools (Palar et al., 2023).

Outsourcing, as a managerial strategy, has been increasingly recognized as a viable solution to address these
challenges by delegating selected functions to external entities with specialized expertise (Agustang, 2021;
Alimardani, 2023). The potential benefits of outsourcing include improving service quality, reducing
operational costs, and enabling educational institutions to focus on their core missions (Chaudhuri &
Chatterjee, 2017). Empirical evidence from international contexts highlights how outsourcing can enhance
instructional flexibility, integrate technological innovation, and provide tailored programs to meet diverse
learning needs (Hornbeck, 2019; Ying & Wright, 2023). Nevertheless, risks such as quality degradation,
financial inefficiency, and weak oversight remain significant concerns, especially in systems without robust
regulatory frameworks (Alizadeh & Torabi Pour, 2018; Mosca & Bordelon, 2017).

Despite the global interest in educational outsourcing, Iranian studies have been fragmented and mostly
focused on isolated components such as sports education (Farhangian et al., 2020) or technical and vocational
training (Sabzevari et al., 2022). Comprehensive, context-driven models integrating causal, contextual, and
strategic factors for secondary education remain underexplored. Moreover, rapid technological development,
including digital learning platforms and IT-based delivery systems, adds another dimension to outsourcing
decisions (Xiu & Ali, 2025; Zakharchenko et al., 2024). Addressing these gaps is vital for shaping an effective
and sustainable outsourcing framework that aligns with both national educational goals and global quality
standards. This study therefore sought to develop a systematic, data-driven model for outsourcing educational
and research activities in secondary schools, considering service quality, cost efficiency, risk management, and
contextual influences (Ghodrazi et al., 2022; Yazdani et al., 2021).
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Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative design with an applied orientation and was conducted using the grounded
theory approach. The theoretical sampling included 19 participants comprising university professors and senior
educational managers and experts with substantial experience in secondary education. Participants were
recruited through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected using
semi-structured interviews focusing on challenges, opportunities, and success factors in outsourcing
educational and research functions. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding to derive categories and conceptual relationships. MAXQDA software was employed to assist
with data organization and thematic integration. Reliability and validity were ensured through member
checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation with relevant policy documents and prior research.

Findings

The analysis led to the construction of a comprehensive outsourcing model for secondary education with three
main dimensions: service quality, cost savings, and risk management.

Service quality emerged as the central dimension, emphasizing the selection of external providers with proven
expertise, compliance with educational standards, and the ability to ensure student and teacher satisfaction.
Quality-related indicators included content relevance, pedagogical alignment with national curriculum goals,
and the adaptability of programs to local needs.

The cost savings dimension involved both direct and indirect financial efficiency. Participants highlighted the
potential for reducing recruitment and training expenses for specialized staff and shortening the time required
to design and deliver programs. Benchmarking costs against competitors and conducting cost-benefit analyses
were identified as crucial managerial tools.

Risk management encompassed the systematic identification and evaluation of financial, legal, and
performance-related risks. Clear contractual frameworks, transparent monitoring systems, and active
communication channels were recommended as risk mitigation strategies.

Beyond these three core dimensions, the analysis identified several influential conditions. Causal conditions
included national regulatory frameworks, specific educational demands of secondary schools, and societal
attitudes toward private sector involvement in public education. Contextual conditions included social
dynamics, technological infrastructure, and readiness to adopt digital learning solutions. Intervening factors
comprised organizational barriers such as bureaucracy, limited managerial competencies, and cultural
resistance to external engagement. Strategic responses included quality management frameworks,
collaborative partnerships, and stakeholder engagement plans to foster acceptance and trust.

The model also revealed multiple educational and social outcomes associated with effective outsourcing. These
included improved instructional quality, enhanced teacher competencies through access to specialized
resources, increased student engagement, and stronger collaboration between schools and external
organizations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm the importance of adopting a multidimensional approach to outsourcing
educational and research activities. Service quality stands out as the most critical factor, indicating that
outsourcing decisions must be driven by rigorous provider evaluation and continuous performance monitoring.
This aligns with prior research emphasizing the necessity of specialized expertise and tailored program design
in ensuring successful outsourcing outcomes (Forouzandeh, 2024; Ying & Wright, 2023). Moreover,
consistent with international studies (Agustang, 2021; Palar et al., 2023), the results underscore that quality-
driven outsourcing can enhance student learning and support teachers by supplying innovative pedagogical
solutions and expert resources.
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Cost savings, as another key driver, provides strong managerial justification for outsourcing, but it must be
approached strategically. Similar to the recommendations in (Azizi, 2024) and (Samadzadeh et al., 2022),
the study highlights the importance of robust cost-benefit analysis and competitive benchmarking to avoid
hidden expenses and dependency risks. Without such careful financial planning, the promise of cost efficiency
may not materialize and could even undermine system sustainability (Bahrami, 2022; Yazdani et al., 2021).
Risk management represents an essential safeguard to ensure that outsourcing efforts do not compromise
educational goals. The study’s emphasis on risk identification and contractual clarity resonates with previous
literature that warns of legal, ethical, and operational uncertainties in educational outsourcing (Chaudhuri &
Chatterjee, 2017; Mosca & Bordelon, 2017). By employing structured decision-making frameworks (Yazdani
et al., 2021) and implementing continuous oversight mechanisms, schools can mitigate these risks while
maintaining accountability.

Furthermore, the findings highlight the significant impact of contextual and cultural factors. National
regulatory support and the adaptation of outsourcing strategies to local social norms are crucial for fostering
acceptance. As shown in prior research (Alizadeh & Torabi Pour, 2018; Navidi et al., 2018), unclear policies
and weak regulatory control often lead to inefficiency and stakeholder resistance. The role of technology as
both an enabler and a challenge is equally important. The integration of digital platforms can facilitate
innovative service delivery but also demands strong digital literacy and readiness among educators and learners
(Ebadi et al., 2021; Hall, 2014; Xiu & Ali, 2025).

This study contributes to the literature by proposing a holistic, context-sensitive model that synthesizes
economic, qualitative, technological, and social considerations into a single strategic framework. Unlike
previous partial studies (Farhangian et al., 2020; Sabzevari et al., 2022), the model integrates multiple layers
of influence and offers actionable guidance for policymakers and educational leaders. By aligning outsourcing
strategies with systemic educational goals, resource optimization, and cultural values, this framework provides
a practical roadmap for improving the quality and sustainability of secondary education.

In conclusion, outsourcing can serve as a transformative tool to strengthen educational services when
implemented thoughtfully and systematically. By combining service quality assurance, cost-conscious
decision-making, and proactive risk management with sensitivity to cultural and regulatory contexts,
educational leaders can harness external expertise to enhance student outcomes and organizational efficiency.
The insights from this study can guide the development of robust outsourcing policies and practices tailored
to the unique needs of secondary education systems.
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