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Abstract

This study aimed to examine how stakeholder participation contributes to strengthening sustainable governance in higher
education and its link to organizational excellence. A sequential exploratory mixed-methods design was applied. Qualitative
data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 higher education experts, senior administrators, and faculty
members and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis approach. Quantitative data were obtained via a
researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 55 indicators distributed among more than 300 faculty members. The
quantitative phase employed Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Instrument validity and
reliability were confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted, and Fornell-Larcker
criteria. Model fit was assessed using GOF, SRMR, and R? indices. Results revealed that stakeholder participation had a
significant direct effect on sustainable higher education governance (B = 0.47, p < 0.01) and positively influenced
organizational excellence (f = 0.42, p < 0.01). Sustainable governance played a mediating role in enhancing the indirect
impact of stakeholder participation on organizational excellence. Key determinants included trust and social capital,
transparency and accountability, and the alignment of national policies with universities’ actual needs. Effective and
structured stakeholder participation is a cornerstone of sustainable higher education governance, strengthening decision-
making quality, legitimacy, and long-term organizational excellence. The study provides a contextually adapted framework
to guide policymakers and university leaders in designing responsive, transparent, and participatory governance systems that
foster sustainability and continuous improvement.

Keywords: Sustainable Governance, Higher Education, Stakeholder Participation, Organizational Excellence, Social
Capital
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education systems worldwide are undergoing profound transformations driven by globalization,
technological disruption, and shifting societal expectations (Marginson, 2024; Rubio et al., 2024).
Universities are increasingly expected not only to generate knowledge but also to address social, economic,
and environmental challenges in sustainable ways (Niedlich et al., 2020; Priyadarshini & Abhilash, 2022).
These dynamics demand governance frameworks that are transparent, accountable, participatory, and capable
of adapting to emerging complexities (Sacchi et al., 2023; Stonehill et al., 2024). Sustainable governance—
rooted in the principles of good governance yet expanded to encompass intergenerational justice, social equity,
and long-term resilience—has thus become a strategic imperative (Haririan Tavakoli et al., 2023; Haryrian
Tavakoli et al., 2022a).

Despite global progress, many developing countries continue to rely on highly centralized, state-dominated
governance systems that limit institutional autonomy and stakeholder involvement (Gorbanian et al., 2021;
Rajabi et al., 2021). Iran’s higher education system exemplifies these challenges, with entrenched policy
centralization, insufficient transparency in decision-making, and a predominantly symbolic approach to
stakeholder engagement (Fetanat Fard Haghgighi et al., 2021; Pourkarimi, 2019). Scholars emphasize the
need to transition from state-centered governance toward inclusive and responsive models that integrate
stakeholder voices (Haririan Tavakoli et al., 2023; Haryrian Tavakoli et al., 2022b). This shift can
strengthen institutional legitimacy, enhance social capital, and improve the alignment of universities with
societal needs (Habibi et al., 2024; Sacchi et al., 2023).

Additionally, technological advancement, especially artificial intelligence and big data, adds further
complexity. Without robust frameworks for Al governance and data ethics, universities risk undermining trust
and accountability (Hawkinson, 2023; Selvaratnam & Venaruzzo, 2023; Wu et al.,, 2024). Global
experiences highlight that integrating sustainability and digital innovation into governance requires
participatory structures and continuous monitoring (Mitchell, 2023; Stonehill et al., 2024). Yet few Iranian
studies have combined sustainable governance principles with organizational excellence frameworks to create
actionable models. Organizational excellence models such as EFQM and Baldrige emphasize leadership,
strategic alignment, stakeholder focus, and measurable results (Rubio et al., 2024; Sacchi et al., 2023), but
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they have rarely been applied to contextualize governance reform in Iran’s higher education sector (Dehgbard
& Ghoruneh, 2023).

This study addresses this gap by developing and testing a model that links stakeholder participation with
sustainable governance and organizational excellence in Iranian higher education. By exploring how inclusive,
transparent, and trust-based participation fosters both sustainability and institutional performance, the research
responds to calls for context-sensitive frameworks that integrate global best practices with local realities
(Hatamie et al., 2023; Yousofi et al., 2021).

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 30 higher education experts, including senior faculty, university
administrators, and policy specialists, selected through purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-step approach guided the coding
and identification of key themes. In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed questionnaire with 55
indicators, derived from the qualitative findings and validated through expert review, was distributed among
more than 300 faculty members across Iranian universities. Reliability was confirmed through Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability (both exceeding 0.7), while convergent and discriminant validity were verified
using AVE, Fornell-Larcker criteria, and HTMT ratios. The structural model was analyzed using Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Model fit was assessed via R?, SRMR, and GOF indices,
ensuring predictive relevance and robust explanatory power.

Findings

Qualitative analysis revealed six core dimensions, fourteen components, and fifty-five indicators for
sustainable governance in higher education, with stakeholder participation emerging as a pivotal construct.
Thematic synthesis emphasized three critical enablers of effective participation: trust and social capital,
transparency and accountability in decision-making, and alignment between national policy frameworks and
university-level realities. Interviewees stressed that stakeholder engagement becomes ineffective when
policies are imposed top-down without meaningful consultation or when perceived discrimination and lack of
fairness erode trust.

Quantitative results confirmed the theoretical model. Reliability and validity measures exceeded standard
thresholds, with Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability above 0.7 and AVE values surpassing 0.5. The
structural model exhibited strong fit (GOF = 0.628; SRMR < 0.08). Stakeholder participation significantly and
positively influenced sustainable governance (f = 0.47, p < 0.01) and organizational excellence (B =0.42, p <
0.01). Sustainable governance also had a substantial direct effect on organizational excellence ( = 0.51, p <
0.01) and mediated the relationship between stakeholder participation and excellence, as supported by
bootstrapping and Sobel tests. Among participation indicators, trust-building, participatory management, and
transparent policy-making had the highest factor loadings, while student engagement in national-level policy-
making showed the weakest influence, indicating an area requiring reinforcement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results underscore the transformative power of authentic stakeholder participation in advancing
sustainable governance and institutional excellence in higher education. The positive direct impact of
participation on sustainable governance aligns with international evidence that participatory decision-making
strengthens legitimacy and adaptability (Marginson, 2024; Rubio et al., 2024). By confirming that
governance acts as a mediator between participation and excellence, this study extends prior models by
integrating sustainability and organizational performance into a unified conceptual framework (Mitchell,
2023; Sacchi et al., 2023).
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Consistent with findings by (Haririan Tavakoli et al., 2023; Haryrian Tavakoli et al., 2022a), the Iranian
higher education system’s reliance on hierarchical and centralized structures undermines stakeholder trust and
limits meaningful involvement. Our model shows that empowering diverse groups—faculty, students,
policymakers, and civil society—and embedding accountability can break these path dependencies (Yousofi
etal., 2021). Moreover, aligning institutional and national policies, as emphasized in our results, addresses the
disconnection frequently reported in Iranian studies (Dehgbard & Ghoruneh, 2023; Rajabi et al., 2021).
The integration of sustainability perspectives with organizational excellence is another key contribution. While
models like EFQM and Baldrige have guided quality improvements internationally (Rubio et al., 2024; Sacchi
et al., 2023), their connection to sustainability and stakeholder engagement has been underexplored in local
contexts. By showing how participation strengthens governance and how governance, in turn, fosters
excellence, this study provides a pragmatic pathway for Iranian universities to adopt global quality standards
while remaining sensitive to domestic challenges (Hatamie et al., 2023; Pourkarimi, 2019).

Technological governance emerged as a critical dimension. As (Hawkinson, 2023; Selvaratnam &
Venaruzzo, 2023; Wu et al., 2024) argue, rapid digitalization requires inclusive and ethical frameworks to
manage Al and data. Our findings suggest that stakeholder trust and involvement are prerequisites for
successfully integrating these technologies into academic governance. Neglecting these aspects could lead to
resistance, ethical lapses, and loss of institutional credibility.

This study also confirms the global call to move from symbolic to substantive engagement (Habibi et al.,
2024; Mitchell, 2023). When universities simply formalize stakeholder participation without transparency or
fairness, legitimacy erodes and governance outcomes stagnate. Instead, participatory structures must be
coupled with genuine power-sharing and equitable access to decision-making arenas to achieve long-term
sustainability (Sacchi et al., 2023).

In sum, the research contributes to theory by blending sustainable governance and organizational excellence
into an integrated model and to practice by offering a contextually adapted framework for Iranian higher
education reform. By emphasizing trust, transparency, and policy alignment, it provides actionable levers for
transforming historically centralized systems into responsive, future-ready institutions.

However, the study acknowledges certain boundaries. Its quantitative focus on faculty perspectives leaves
other stakeholder voices underrepresented, and the model’s predictive power should be further tested across
time and diverse institutional settings. Additionally, broader cultural and economic shifts could influence
governance dynamics, necessitating ongoing adaptation.

Future research should expand stakeholder groups to include students, alumni, industry partners, and civil
society organizations, and adopt longitudinal and comparative approaches to examine governance
transformation over time and across countries. Investigating the direct interplay between technological
innovation and sustainable governance can also offer valuable insights.

Practically, universities and policymakers can leverage this model to design inclusive decision-making
platforms, enhance financial and policy transparency, and develop capacity-building programs for stakeholders
to engage meaningfully. Embedding participatory culture and fairness principles can transition governance
from rigid bureaucracy to dynamic, sustainable systems capable of meeting both local and global demands.
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