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Abstract

The study aimed to model the impact of university quality of life during the COVID-19 pandemic on students’ academic
freedom and social responsibility in universities of Golestan Province. This applied research employed a descriptive-survey
design. The statistical population consisted of 28,716 students from Farhangian University, Islamic Azad University, and
the University of Medical Sciences. Using stratified random sampling, 379 students were selected. Data were gathered
through standardized questionnaires: University Quality of Life (60 items), Academic Freedom (20 items), and Social
Responsibility (20 items). Validity and reliability were confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and
confirmatory factor analysis. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS21 and PLS3.3 software. The results of structural
equation modeling indicated a significant positive effect of university quality of life on both academic freedom and social
responsibility. The path coefficient between university quality of life and academic freedom was $=0.524 (R?=0.275), while
the coefficient for social responsibility was $=0.281 (R?=0.079). Among the dimensions of university quality of life, the
individual dimension—comprising physical and mental health—had the strongest impact (f=0.700), followed by educational
and social dimensions. Students with higher perceived university life quality demonstrated greater academic autonomy and
confidence, although the effect on social responsibility was relatively weaker. University quality of life plays a crucial role
in enhancing both academic freedom and social responsibility. During the pandemic, improving psychological well-being,
strengthening social support, and enriching educational experiences significantly contributed to sustaining academic
independence and social engagement. Universities should prioritize mental health programs, supportive environments, and
balanced online-offline learning systems to promote academic vitality and responsible citizenship among students.
Keywords: University Quality of Life; Academic Freedom; Social Responsibility;, Pandemic,; Psychological Well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic radically transformed higher education worldwide, forcing universities to rethink
learning environments and prioritize students’ psychological and social well-being. These abrupt changes
brought attention to the concept of Quality of University Life (QUL), which encompasses students’ satisfaction
with academic, social, and individual dimensions of their university experience (Fallahi, 2013). QUL is not
merely about institutional facilities—it reflects students’ perceptions of psychological safety, sense of
belonging, and engagement with learning communities (Pedro et al., 2020). Studies have consistently shown
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that high-quality university life enhances learning motivation, mental health, and academic success (Tavakoly
Sany et al., 2021).

During the pandemic, as campuses shifted to virtual learning, QUL faced unprecedented challenges. Online
learning environments, social isolation, and emotional fatigue collectively reduced students’ mental health and
satisfaction (Al-Kumaim et al., 2021; Islam & Alharthi, 2022). Research indicates that these disruptions
altered not only educational outcomes but also the psychological foundations of university life, particularly in
relation to autonomy, identity, and belonging (Cahuas et al., 2023; Dayrit et al., 2022). Scholars have
highlighted that when students’ psychological and social needs are neglected, their engagement and creativity
decline significantly (Cleofas, 2020).

Parallel to QUL, academic freedom and social responsibility are two vital constructs underpinning the moral
and intellectual mission of higher education (Douglas, 2021). Academic freedom allows students and faculty
to express ideas, research independently, and explore new perspectives without fear of censorship (Da Silva,
2021; Jackson, 2021). It fosters innovation, open discourse, and intellectual courage (Vahasantanen et al.,
2020). However, freedom without accountability can lead to intellectual isolation; thus, social responsibility
serves as its ethical counterbalance. Universities are expected to instill social responsibility by preparing
students to act ethically and contribute positively to society (Habibi et al., 2016; Shafaei Yamchelou et al.,
2016).

The relationship between QUL, academic freedom, and social responsibility is complex and dynamic. A
supportive, inclusive, and psychologically safe environment enhances both autonomy and civic engagement
(Eghdampour et al., 2019; Najafzadeh Ojhghaz et al., 2021). Students who experience high QUL tend to
show stronger commitment to ethical behavior, empathy, and collaboration (Cahuas et al., 2023; Su et al.,
2023). Moreover, empirical evidence suggests that universities promoting positive mental health and
emotional solidarity cultivate higher levels of academic independence and social participation (Miri et al.,
2020; Mortezaei et al., 2022).

Prior studies have underscored that institutional culture plays a critical role in maintaining academic freedom
and responsibility. In Iran, researchers found that organizational bureaucracy and lack of psychological support
constrain the exercise of academic independence (Kharasand et al., 2022; Mohammadzadeh et al., 2021).
Conversely, studies in other contexts show that transparent communication and supportive leadership enhance
students’ trust and engagement (Ivanova-Gongne et al., 2022; Kinzelbach et al., 2022). Additionally, the
environmental dimension of social responsibility has been linked to sustainability and ethical governance in
universities (Barcena-Ruiz & Sagasta, 2022; Castilla-Polo et al., 2022).

Given these theoretical and empirical insights, the present study sought to develop a psychological model of
how the quality of university life during the pandemic affects academic freedom and social responsibility
among students in Golestan Province, Iran. The investigation aimed to address a research gap in understanding
how the psychological and educational disruptions of COVID-19 shaped students’ autonomy and civic
engagement in a non-Western cultural context.

Methods and Materials

This quantitative applied research employed a descriptive-survey design. The statistical population comprised
28,716 students from universities in Golestan Province, including Farhangian University, Islamic Azad
University, and Golestan University of Medical Sciences. Using stratified random sampling, 379 students were
selected to ensure representativeness across gender, field of study, and university type.

Data were collected using three validated instruments: (1) the University Quality of Life Questionnaire (60
items across educational, social, and personal dimensions); (2) the Academic Freedom Questionnaire (20
items); and (3) the Social Responsibility Questionnaire (20 items). The validity of all instruments was
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confirmed through expert review and confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability indices (Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability) exceeded the accepted threshold of 0.7.

Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with PLS
3.3 software to test hypothesized relationships between QUL, academic freedom, and social responsibility.
Findings

The SEM results indicated that Quality of University Life (QUL) had a significant and positive effect on both
academic freedom and social responsibility. The path coefficient between QUL and academic freedom was 3
= 0.524 (R? = 0.275), while that between QUL and social responsibility was f = 0.281 (R? = 0.079). This
implies that approximately 27.5% of the variance in academic freedom and 7.9% in social responsibility were
explained by QUL.

Among the latent dimensions of QUL, the personal dimension—comprising physical and mental health—had
the strongest loading ( = 0.700), followed by the educational dimension (p = 0.674) and the social dimension
(B = 0.607). These results reveal that students’ perceptions of mental and physical well-being, coupled with
satisfaction with academic services, were the primary predictors of perceived QUL during the pandemic.
From a psychological perspective, students who experienced higher levels of well-being, safety, and
interpersonal support within their university environment reported greater self-efficacy and confidence in
expressing academic opinions. Conversely, social responsibility appeared less directly affected by
environmental satisfaction, suggesting its dependence on moral and cognitive factors beyond immediate
university experiences.

The results also demonstrated that students who rated their university life highly in terms of social
connectedness and educational justice showed greater resilience against stress, higher engagement in virtual
classes, and stronger participation in community-related initiatives. These findings highlight the importance
of integrating emotional, cognitive, and ethical dimensions into university policies and programs aimed at
student development.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight that QUL is not a peripheral element of student experience but a central
determinant of both intellectual autonomy and ethical behavior. Students with high perceived QUL reported
stronger feelings of academic freedom, indicating that psychological well-being and social support form the
foundation for intellectual risk-taking and innovation. When universities provide environments that prioritize
mental health, equitable learning opportunities, and mutual respect, students are more likely to express
independent thought and engage in scientific creativity.

This outcome aligns with prior studies asserting that educational facilities, emotional support, and academic
resources significantly influence students’ sense of belonging and agency (Mortezaei et al., 2020; Shakiba et
al., 2021). Moreover, international evidence supports that digital readiness and flexibility in teaching practices
were vital in maintaining students’ autonomy and well-being during the pandemic (Al-Kumaim et al., 2021;
Kinzelbach et al., 2022). In contrast, universities that lacked structured communication and psychological
guidance experienced higher rates of disengagement and mental distress (Islam & Alharthi, 2022).

The relatively weaker effect of QUL on social responsibility suggests that civic-minded behavior depends not
only on institutional quality but also on internalized ethical values and community engagement opportunities
(Eghdampour et al., 2019; Najafzadeh Ojhghaz et al., 2021). In many universities, social responsibility
remains an abstract goal rather than a lived practice. Embedding service-learning, environmental awareness,
and ethical leadership courses into curricula can transform responsibility from a theoretical concept into a
tangible behavioral norm (Barcena-Ruiz & Sagasta, 2022; Castilla-Polo et al., 2022).

These results also reinforce Douglas’s argument that scientific freedom must coexist with moral accountability
to ensure universities serve both intellectual and social progress (Douglas, 2021). From a psychological



AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

standpoint, students’ capacity for academic independence and social empathy can flourish simultaneously
when universities cultivate safety, trust, and collaboration (Cahuas et al., 2023; Su et al., 2023).

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that the quality of university life acts as a psychological bridge
connecting personal well-being, academic independence, and social consciousness. Enhancing QUL by
improving mental health support, fostering open communication, and ensuring educational justice can yield
far-reaching benefits—not only for students’ academic freedom but also for their ethical engagement with
society.
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