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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to formulate the paradigm of Regenerative Educational Leadership, explain the transition from sustainable
management to regenerative learning ecosystems in Iranian higher education, and develop an indigenous model for educational
transformation. This qualitative study employed an innovative “Qualitative Scissors” methodology integrating meta-synthesis, grounded
theory, and thematic analysis. The meta-synthesis stage reviewed and synthesized findings from 72 international studies published between
2020 and 2026. In the grounded theory phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 28 higher education experts selected
through purposive and snowball sampling. Thematic analysis was subsequently used to integrate and validate the final model. The findings
identified five major antecedents of regenerative educational leadership: crisis of meaning and burnout, university—society disconnection,
inefficiency of traditional leadership paradigms, Generation Z’s demand for transformation, and climate-related pressures. Six core
dimensions emerged: leadership as an ecosystem gardener, regeneration of human and social capital, systemic foresight and
intergenerational responsibility, the university as a living laboratory, meaning-making and identity formation, and participatory network
governance. The model was associated with four major outcomes: regeneration of trust and social capital, human flourishing, institutional
resilience, and the revitalization of indigenous wisdom and national identity. The proposed paradigm offers a comprehensive framework
for transforming higher education by replacing mechanistic management approaches with ecosystem-oriented leadership. The model
promotes meaningful learning, stakeholder participation, resilience, and long-term regenerative development within universities.
Keywords: Regenerative Educational Leadership, Learning Ecosystem, Iranian Higher Education, Participatory Governance, Living
Laboratory, Systemic Foresight.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education systems across the world are experiencing unprecedented transformations driven by
technological innovation, globalization, environmental challenges, social complexity, and rapidly changing
stakeholder expectations. Universities are no longer viewed merely as institutions for teaching and research;
rather, they are expected to act as catalysts for sustainable development, innovation, social responsibility, and
knowledge-based transformation. Consequently, leadership has emerged as one of the most influential factors
determining institutional effectiveness, educational quality, organizational adaptability, and long-term
sustainability in higher education (Nguyen, 2025; Zhao et al., 2024).

Recent scholarship has emphasized that traditional bureaucratic and hierarchical leadership models are
increasingly inadequate for addressing contemporary educational challenges. Modern universities require
leaders who can foster innovation, manage uncertainty, promote collaboration, and facilitate organizational
learning. Educational leadership is therefore being reconceptualized as a transformative and developmental
process that extends beyond administrative control toward cultivating human potential and institutional
resilience (Dabie & Asare, 2025; Nikouei & Mirshakari, 2025; Shirkani, 2025).
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Among contemporary leadership paradigms, transformational leadership has received considerable attention
due to its capacity to inspire organizational commitment, increase employee engagement, and promote
institutional innovation. Studies indicate that transformational leaders significantly enhance job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and employee participation within higher education institutions (Cumar et al.,
2025; Vo & Tran, 2026). Likewise, distributed leadership models have highlighted the importance of shared
decision-making and collaborative governance structures in fostering organizational effectiveness and
innovation (Jalilian, 2025).

The rapid advancement of artificial intelligence and digital technologies has also transformed leadership
expectations. Educational leaders are increasingly required to integrate data-driven decision-making, digital
transformation strategies, and responsible Al implementation into academic and administrative processes.
Consequently, concepts such as smart leadership, strategic leadership, and Al-enabled leadership have gained
prominence within higher education research (Kabanda, 2025; Khairullah et al., 2025; Sposato, 2025; Tousi
et al., 2025).

Simultaneously, the global sustainability movement has shifted attention toward leadership approaches capable
of balancing social, economic, environmental, and ethical considerations. Sustainable leadership has become
an essential framework for advancing institutional responsibility and supporting the achievement of sustainable
development goals. Research demonstrates that leadership plays a critical role in cultivating green innovation,
environmental responsibility, and sustainable organizational practices within universities (Chigbu &
Makapela, 2025; Shen et al., 2025).

Building upon sustainability discourse, the concept of regeneration has emerged as a more comprehensive
paradigm. Unlike sustainability, which primarily focuses on preserving existing systems and minimizing harm,
regenerative approaches seek to restore, renew, and enhance the vitality of human, social, and ecological
systems. Regenerative leadership therefore emphasizes the creation of conditions that enable flourishing,
resilience, and continuous renewal within organizations and communities (Balda et al., 2023; Blaskevitch,
2022). Furthermore, regenerative leadership encourages leaders to function as cultivators of ecosystems rather
than controllers of organizational processes, emphasizing interconnectedness, collaboration, and long-term
stewardship (Balda et al., 2023; Cave et al., 2022).

Within the context of Iranian higher education, the need for transformative and regenerative leadership has
become increasingly evident. Universities face numerous challenges, including declining motivation,
institutional rigidity, technological disruption, changing student expectations, and pressures for societal
relevance. Existing studies have highlighted the necessity of developing indigenous leadership models that
support educational transformation, ethical governance, sustainable development, and organizational renewal
(Abdollahi et al., 2025; Malekpour Lapri, 2025; Mohammadi & Karimi, 2025). Despite growing interest in
transformational, ethical, smart, and sustainable leadership, limited research has sought to conceptualize a
comprehensive model of regenerative educational leadership tailored to the realities of higher education.
Therefore, this study aimed to formulate and explain the paradigm of Regenerative Educational Leadership
within the higher education system of Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research approach and employed an innovative methodology referred to as
the “Qualitative Scissors” method. The methodology integrated three complementary qualitative strategies:
meta-synthesis, grounded theory, and thematic analysis.

The first stage consisted of a systematic meta-synthesis of international studies related to educational
leadership, sustainability, regeneration, and learning ecosystems published between 2020 and 2026. Academic
databases were systematically searched, and relevant studies were screened according to predefined inclusion
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and exclusion criteria. Following quality assessment, seventy-two high-quality studies were selected for
analysis.

The second stage employed grounded theory methodology to explore the lived experiences and perspectives
of Iranian higher education experts. Twenty-eight participants were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling techniques. Participants included university presidents, vice presidents, senior faculty members,
educational planners, and higher education specialists with extensive professional experience. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted using a researcher-developed interview protocol addressing antecedents,
dimensions, and outcomes of regenerative educational leadership.

The third stage involved thematic analysis aimed at integrating findings from the meta-synthesis and grounded
theory phases. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. Themes emerging
from both data sources were synthesized and refined to develop a comprehensive conceptual model. To ensure
trustworthiness, member checking, peer review, and intercoder agreement procedures were employed
throughout the analytical process.

Findings

The integrated analysis resulted in the development of a comprehensive paradigm model of Regenerative
Educational Leadership composed of three major components: antecedents, core dimensions, and outcomes.
The antecedent conditions included five primary categories and twenty-two subthemes. These categories
consisted of: crisis of meaning and burnout in higher education, disconnection between universities and
society, inefficiency of traditional leadership paradigms, Generation Z’s demand for fundamental
transformation, and pressures associated with climate change and environmental challenges. These factors
collectively created the conditions necessitating the emergence of regenerative educational leadership.
Analysis of the core dimensions identified six principal dimensions comprising twenty-eight subthemes. The
first dimension, Leadership as Ecosystem Gardener, emphasized nurturing, facilitation, contextual awareness,
patience, and creating conditions for growth rather than exercising direct control. The second dimension,
Regeneration of Human and Social Capital, focused on empowerment, trust-building, hope creation,
motivation renewal, and restoration of interpersonal relationships.

The third dimension, Systemic Foresight and Intergenerational Responsibility, highlighted systems thinking,
long-term planning, recognition of emerging signals, and commitment to future generations. The fourth
dimension, University as a Living Laboratory, emphasized experiential learning, real-world projects,
integration of education and practice, community engagement, and industry collaboration.

The fifth dimension, Meaning-Making and Identity Formation, included identity development, storytelling,
ritual creation, celebration of institutional heritage, and the cultivation of shared narratives. The sixth
dimension, Participatory Network Governance, encompassed collaboration, networking, co-creation,
stakeholder participation, consensus-based decision-making, and collective governance structures.

The analysis further identified four major outcome categories comprising sixteen subthemes. The first
outcome, Regeneration of Trust and Social Capital, involved rebuilding public trust, strengthening social
relationships, and improving institutional reputation. The second outcome, Human Flourishing, included talent
development, creativity, innovation, academic satisfaction, and self-actualization. The third outcome,
Institutional Resilience, encompassed adaptability, organizational learning, crisis preparedness, and
sustainable institutional performance. The fourth outcome, Reproduction of Indigenous Wisdom and Identity,
reflected the revitalization of local culture, national identity, and indigenous knowledge systems.

The final paradigm model positioned the concept of the “Learning Ecosystem Gardener” as the central
organizing category connecting all dimensions of regenerative educational leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of this study demonstrate that regenerative educational leadership represents a significant
paradigm shift in higher education leadership theory and practice. Unlike conventional leadership models that
emphasize administration, control, and efficiency, regenerative educational leadership prioritizes renewal,
flourishing, interconnectedness, and long-term ecosystem development.

The identification of burnout, loss of meaning, institutional disconnection, and environmental pressures as
major antecedents suggests that contemporary higher education institutions face challenges that extend beyond
operational effectiveness. Universities increasingly require leadership approaches capable of addressing
deeper cultural, social, and existential issues affecting faculty, students, and stakeholders. Regenerative
leadership offers a framework for responding to these challenges by restoring purpose, engagement, and
collective responsibility.

The emergence of the ecosystem gardener metaphor as the central leadership concept highlights a fundamental
transformation in the understanding of leadership. Rather than functioning as controllers of organizational
processes, leaders become facilitators of growth, learning, and collaboration. This perspective recognizes
universities as living systems composed of dynamic relationships rather than mechanistic structures governed
solely through hierarchical authority.

The findings also emphasize the importance of human capital regeneration. Contemporary universities depend
heavily on the creativity, commitment, and well-being of their members. Consequently, educational leaders
must create environments that support empowerment, trust, motivation, and professional growth. By investing
in human flourishing, institutions become more adaptive, innovative, and resilient.

Another significant contribution of the model lies in its emphasis on systemic foresight and intergenerational
responsibility. In a rapidly changing world characterized by technological disruption and environmental
uncertainty, higher education leaders must move beyond short-term planning and adopt long-range
perspectives that consider the consequences of present decisions for future generations.

Furthermore, the concept of the university as a living laboratory provides a practical framework for integrating
education, research, and societal engagement. Through experiential learning and collaborative problem-
solving, universities can strengthen their relevance while simultaneously contributing to social innovation and
sustainable development.

The dimensions of meaning-making and participatory governance further reinforce the human-centered nature
of regenerative leadership. Meaning, identity, trust, and participation emerge as essential elements for fostering
institutional cohesion and collective commitment. Universities that cultivate these elements are more likely to
generate resilient and inclusive learning ecosystems.

Overall, the study presents a comprehensive indigenous model of regenerative educational leadership capable
of addressing contemporary challenges within higher education. The proposed paradigm extends beyond
traditional leadership approaches by integrating human development, sustainability, systemic thinking,
participation, and societal engagement into a unified conceptual framework. As higher education institutions
continue to navigate complex global transformations, regenerative educational leadership offers a promising
pathway for creating adaptive, meaningful, resilient, and flourishing learning ecosystems.
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