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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and validate a context-specific Total Quality Management (TQM) model for academic department chairs at
Islamic Azad University in Razavi Khorasan Province. This applied study adopted a qualitative exploratory design based on grounded
theory. The study population comprised experts in educational management and educational quality who were affiliated with academic
departments of Islamic Azad University in Razavi Khorasan Province. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball
sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 14 experts. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage procedure of open, axial, and selective coding. The final model was further validated
through expert judgment and the Delphi technique, with content validity assessed using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity
Index. Data analysis initially generated 134 concepts, which were subsequently refined and integrated into 97 final indicators, 14
components, and six overarching dimensions. The final dimensions were customer orientation and focus on students and stakeholders,
process management and continuous improvement, quality leadership and motivation, education and empowerment, quality evaluation
and monitoring, and participation and performance outcomes. Expert evaluations indicated that student and graduate satisfaction, strategic
leadership and decision-making, student empowerment, and participation in educational and group activities received the highest priority.
The principal components of the proposed model demonstrated satisfactory content validity across two rounds of expert assessment, while
overall expert agreement regarding the acceptance of the model components and indicators exceeded 85%. The proposed model indicates
that successful implementation of TQM in academic departments requires the simultaneous integration of stakeholder orientation, effective
leadership, continuous process improvement, human-capital development, feedback-based quality monitoring, and organizational
participation. Accordingly, the model can provide an operational framework for improving educational and research quality, managerial
accountability, stakeholder satisfaction, and the overall performance of academic departments at Islamic Azad University.

Keywords: Total Quality Management, Academic Department Chairs, Islamic Azad University, Quality Leadership, Continuous
Improvement, Empowerment, Quality Evaluation, Stakeholders.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education institutions increasingly operate in an environment characterized by rapid technological
development, intensified competition, changing labor-market expectations, diversification of student needs,
and growing demands for institutional accountability. Under these conditions, educational quality has become
a central criterion of institutional effectiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability. Quality in higher education
cannot be reduced to the final assessment of teaching outcomes; rather, it encompasses the continuous
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improvement of educational, research, administrative, technological, and human-resource processes.
Accordingly, the development of effective quality-assurance mechanisms and the continuous revision of
evaluation frameworks have become strategic priorities for universities seeking to maintain responsiveness to
stakeholders and improve organizational performance (Bazargan, 2023). Within this context, Total Quality
Management (TQM) has emerged as a comprehensive managerial philosophy that emphasizes continuous
improvement, stakeholder orientation, employee participation, evidence-based decision-making, effective
leadership, process management, and systematic performance evaluation.

Contemporary research conceptualizes TQM as an integrated organizational approach rather than a collection
of isolated quality-control techniques. Effective implementation requires the integration of quality principles
into managerial control, decision-making, performance measurement, and organizational learning systems
(Bobe & Teklay, 2025). Studies conducted in different organizational and industrial contexts similarly indicate
that TQM depends on process standardization, prevention of errors, systematic monitoring, employee
involvement, and a persistent orientation toward stakeholder needs (Vassos et al., 2024). Although these
principles have broad applicability, their implementation in higher education requires adaptation to the
distinctive characteristics of universities, including academic autonomy, knowledge-intensive activities,
diverse stakeholder groups, and the central role of faculty members and students.

Evidence from higher education confirms the multidimensional nature of TQM. A meta-synthesis of TQM
components in higher education identified infrastructure, documentation of processes, curriculum revision,
human-resource development, effective leadership, monitoring, responsiveness, and stakeholder orientation as
important elements of comprehensive quality management (Motafakker et al., 2024). Meta-analytic evidence
has similarly shown that higher-education quality depends on an interconnected set of criteria involving
leadership, personnel, students, organizational processes, services, continuous improvement, and evaluation
(Yusuf, 2023). In lIranian universities, conceptual frameworks have emphasized stakeholder orientation,
continuous improvement, and organizational participation as essential foundations of TQM implementation
(Rashidi & Fereidouni, 2021). These findings suggest that sustainable quality cannot be achieved by focusing
on a single managerial mechanism; instead, it requires coordinated action across multiple organizational
dimensions.

Stakeholder orientation, particularly attention to students, is one of the most prominent principles of quality
management in educational organizations. Research on service quality has demonstrated that perceived service
quality can promote customer satisfaction and, consequently, strengthen loyalty and continued engagement
(Yum & Yoo, 2023). In higher education, students' experiences and perceptions can provide valuable evidence
regarding teaching quality, administrative responsiveness, curriculum relevance, and support services. Higher-
education management policies based on TQM therefore emphasize responsiveness to students, improvement
of staff performance, and institutional effectiveness (Qurtubi, 2022). Students' perceptions of quality-
management practices also provide important information concerning the effectiveness of institutional
planning and implementation (Gok & Ozcetin, 2022). Consequently, systematic needs assessment and
stakeholder feedback should constitute major components of quality-oriented academic management.
Continuous improvement and process management constitute another central dimension of TQM. Educational
quality depends on the systematic review and improvement of curricula, teaching practices, research activities,
assessment procedures, student services, and administrative processes. Evidence indicates that quality-
management systems can enhance the performance of educational centers through planning, leadership, staff
development, measurement, and improvement of managerial processes (Reihani, 2022). Similarly, quality
planning produces desirable educational outcomes when it is effectively translated into operational processes
(Akbari et al., 2021). Critical reviews of TQM literature have also identified process management and
continuous improvement among its most influential components (Bajaj, 2022). Furthermore, quality
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management has been positively associated with innovation and organizational performance, suggesting that
continuous process improvement can strengthen institutional adaptability and effectiveness (Garcia-
Fernandez et al., 2022).

Leadership, empowerment, professional learning, evaluation, and participation are equally essential to
comprehensive quality management. Leadership can foster knowledge sharing, creativity, innovation,
motivation, and organizational commitment (Dehghani Soltani et al., 2018), while organizational culture and
learning may strengthen the relationship between quality-management practices and performance (Zafar et al.,
2019). Continuous professional development and empowerment are particularly important in knowledge-
intensive institutions because educational quality ultimately depends on the competencies of faculty members,
managers, employees, and students (Ghasemzadeh Alishahi et al., 2020; Liku et al., 2022). In the Iranian
higher-education context, previous studies have further emphasized the importance of systematic evaluation
(Darabi, 2020), feedback and prioritization of TQM implementation factors (Bahari & Abdi, 2018), and
appropriate organizational conditions such as culture, trust, commitment, and technological support (Norouzi
et al., 2023).

These considerations are particularly important for Islamic Azad University because of its extensive
organizational structure, diversity of academic units, large population of students and faculty members, and
geographically dispersed branches. Research conducted within this university system has identified
organizational, environmental, leadership, technological, and policy-related determinants of TQM
implementation (Sahraei et al., 2023), while more recent modeling efforts have emphasized leadership,
educational quality, information technology, responsiveness, and quality-assurance mechanisms (Eywazi et
al., 2024). Nevertheless, much of the existing literature addresses TQM at the institutional level, whereas the
specific responsibilities of academic department chairs have received comparatively limited attention.
Academic departments are operational units in which university policies are translated into curriculum
planning, teaching supervision, faculty coordination, student support, research management, evaluation, and
interaction with external stakeholders. Accordingly, a context-specific TQM model for department chairs may
provide a more operational framework for improving quality at the level where many educational and research
processes are actually implemented. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop a Total Quality
Management model for academic department chairs at Islamic Azad University in Razavi Khorasan Province.
Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative and exploratory in approach and was conducted using
grounded theory. The study population consisted of experts in educational management and educational quality
who were professionally involved with academic departments of Islamic Azad University in Razavi Khorasan
Province. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling, and recruitment continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Ultimately, 14 qualified experts participated in the study. Eligibility
criteria included holding a doctoral degree in a relevant field, substantial teaching and professional experience,
having at least one research publication related to the study area, appropriate academic or occupational
involvement with the research topic, and willingness to participate voluntarily.

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews. Before each interview, participants were
informed about the objectives of the study and the intended use of the information, and informed consent was
obtained. The interview protocol was reviewed by specialists in education, educational management, and
educational governance before data collection. Interviews were recorded with participants’ permission,
transcribed verbatim, and prepared for systematic qualitative analysis. The average interview duration was
approximately 70 minutes.

Data analysis followed the three-stage grounded-theory coding process consisting of open, axial, and selective
coding. During open coding, meaningful concepts were extracted directly from the interview transcripts. In
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axial coding, conceptually similar indicators were compared, organized, and grouped into broader components.
Selective coding was subsequently used to integrate the components into overarching dimensions and develop
the final TQM model. The emerging dimensions, components, and indicators were subsequently subjected to
expert review and Delphi-based validation. Content relevance, clarity, coherence, and overall acceptability
were examined in two rounds, and the final model was refined according to expert feedback.

Findings

Open coding initially generated 134 concepts from the interview data. Following comparison, refinement,
elimination of overlaps, and conceptual integration, 97 final indicators were retained. Axial coding organized
these indicators into 14 components, and selective coding ultimately yielded six overarching dimensions of
Total Quality Management for academic department chairs.

The first dimension was customer orientation and focus on students and stakeholders. Its principal components
included satisfaction of students and graduates and satisfaction of other stakeholders and society. Indicators
emphasized continuous assessment of student satisfaction, graduate perceptions of educational quality,
identification of stakeholder expectations, use of stakeholder feedback, responsiveness to changing societal
and labor-market needs, and effective interaction with internal and external stakeholders.

The second dimension was process management and continuous improvement. It comprised improvement of
educational and research processes, educational and research standardization, and structural and service
improvement. Relevant indicators included periodic curriculum revision, improvement of teaching practices,
enhancement of thesis and research quality, reduction of administrative errors and duplication, standardization
of educational processes, application of evaluation results for improvement, and optimization of interactions
with industry and society.

The third dimension was quality leadership, leadership, and motivation. Its two major components were
strategic leadership and decision-making and motivation and guidance of members. The findings emphasized
evidence-based decision-making, commitment to educational quality, strategic foresight, participative
leadership, promotion of a quality culture, support for continuous improvement, motivation of faculty and
staff, and effective crisis management.

The fourth dimension was education and empowerment and included student education and empowerment,
faculty empowerment, and modern education and educational technology. Indicators addressed continuous
professional education, active teaching competencies, technological skills, creativity and innovation, project-
based learning, practical student competencies, professional preparation, and effective use of educational
technologies.

The fifth dimension was quality evaluation and monitoring. Its components were educational and research
evaluation and quality management and feedback. The corresponding indicators included continuous
assessment of teaching quality, evaluation of research and student projects, monitoring of educational services,
measurement of stakeholder satisfaction, performance indicators, external evaluation, and systematic use of
feedback for improvement.

The sixth dimension was participation and performance outcomes. It included participation in educational and
group activities and educational and research outcomes. Indicators emphasized faculty and student
participation in decision-making, teamwork, knowledge sharing, collaborative content development,
interaction with industry and society, professional engagement, employability of graduates, practical
competencies, academic credibility, resource productivity, and achievement of desirable educational and
research outcomes.

Expert prioritization indicated particularly high importance for student and graduate satisfaction, strategic
leadership and decision-making, student empowerment, and participation in educational and group activities.
The final model was validated through two rounds of expert assessment. Most model components
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demonstrated very high content validity, and overall expert agreement concerning the acceptance of the
components and indicators exceeded 85%, supporting the coherence and content appropriateness of the
proposed framework.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that TQM in academic departments should be understood as an integrated managerial
system rather than a narrow mechanism for inspection or end-stage quality control. The six identified
dimensions collectively show that quality emerges through interaction among stakeholder orientation, process
improvement, leadership, human-capital development, systematic evaluation, and organizational participation.
The model therefore reflects the operational reality of academic departments, where educational quality
depends simultaneously on managerial decisions, faculty practices, student experiences, research processes,
support services, and external expectations.

The prominent position of student and graduate satisfaction suggests that academic quality should begin with
a precise understanding of stakeholder needs. Departments that regularly collect and use feedback are better
positioned to detect weaknesses in curricula, teaching, academic support, and preparation for employment.
Stakeholder orientation should therefore be regarded not merely as satisfaction measurement but as a
mechanism for transforming information into continuous organizational improvement.

The process-management dimension further indicates that sustainable quality requires systematic rather than
occasional improvement. Periodic curriculum review, standardization of key educational procedures,
evaluation-based corrective action, reduction of administrative inefficiencies, and continuous improvement of
research and teaching processes can help departments move from reactive problem solving toward preventive
quality management. Nevertheless, standardization should not eliminate academic flexibility; instead, it should
provide clear processes while preserving the intellectual autonomy required in university education.

The high priority assigned to strategic leadership demonstrates the pivotal role of department chairs.
Department chairs function as a bridge between institutional policies and daily academic activities. Their
ability to create a shared quality vision, motivate members, make evidence-based decisions, manage change,
and encourage participation may determine whether formal quality policies become meaningful academic
practices. Leadership is therefore not an additional component of TQM but an enabling mechanism connecting
the other dimensions.

Education and empowerment also emerged as fundamental because the quality of a knowledge-based
institution ultimately depends on the competencies of its members. Continuous development of faculty
teaching and technological competencies, student practical skills, innovative capabilities, and professional
preparedness can strengthen both educational processes and outcomes. Empowerment also reduces
dependence on centralized managerial control by enabling individuals to take greater responsibility for quality
within their own roles.

Evaluation and feedback provide the informational infrastructure necessary for continuous improvement.
Without reliable indicators, managers cannot identify performance gaps, compare progress, or determine
whether interventions have produced meaningful changes. Accordingly, teaching, research, stakeholder
satisfaction, services, and departmental performance should be monitored systematically, with evaluation
results directly linked to corrective and developmental actions.

Finally, the participation and performance dimension demonstrates that TQM is fundamentally collective.
Sustainable quality cannot be imposed solely by administrators. Faculty members, employees, students, and
relevant external stakeholders possess knowledge and experience that can improve problem identification,
decision-making, curriculum revision, research collaboration, and educational innovation. Participation can
also strengthen ownership and commitment to improvement initiatives. The inclusion of performance
outcomes in the same dimension emphasizes that participation should ultimately translate into measurable
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improvements in educational quality, research performance, graduate competencies, employability, academic
credibility, and resource utilization.

Overall, the proposed model provides a context-specific framework for managing quality at the academic-
department level of Islamic Azad University. Its principal contribution lies in integrating six complementary
dimensions into a unified operational structure directly relevant to the responsibilities of department chairs.
Successful implementation of the model requires simultaneous attention to stakeholder expectations,
continuous process improvement, quality-oriented leadership, empowerment, evidence-based monitoring, and
participative governance. Institutionalizing these dimensions can provide a systematic basis for improving
teaching and research quality, strengthening accountability, increasing stakeholder satisfaction, enhancing
organizational learning, and improving the overall performance and academic credibility of university
departments.
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