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ABSTRACT
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institutions, and organizations involved in higher education policymaking and administration in
Final Publication: 23 Sep 2026 Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling and comprised 24
faculty members, university administrators and vice-presidents, higher education experts and
policymakers, representatives of academic and student associations, and specialists in political science
Keywords and public governance. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and a
supplementary review of relevant institutional and policy documents. Interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. Data collection and analysis were conducted concurrently through
participation, Stakeholders, open, axial, and selective coding, constant comparison, and analytical memo writing. MAXQDA 2024
was used to organize and retrieve the qualitative data. The credibility and dependability of the findings
were strengthened through member checking, peer review, and systematic documentation of
governance, Grounded theory analytical decisions. Data analysis generated 1,068 meaningful units, 786 initial codes, 214 conceptual
codes, 48 subcategories, and 15 major categories. The central category was identified as “the transition
from centralized and symbolic governance to participatory, accountable, and stakeholder-oriented
governance.” The causal conditions included inefficient centralized decision-making, declining
institutional trust, conflicts of interest, increasing complexity of higher education issues, and growing
demands from the academic community. The core phenomenon was explained through legitimate
representation, equal access to decision-making, actual influence, collective answerability, and shared
responsibility. The principal strategies included redesigning representative structures,
institutionalizing transparency, decentralizing authority, establishing multistakeholder dialogue,
empowering stakeholders, developing participatory evaluation, and employing participation-oriented
technologies. Educational governance based on stakeholders’ political participation can be realized
when symbolic presence is replaced by meaningful, distributed, and accountable participation
supported by legal, cultural, organizational, and technological infrastructures.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Higher education governance has undergone a substantial transformation as
universities have expanded beyond their traditional functions of teaching and research and
have assumed broader responsibilities in economic development, social mobility, civic
education, knowledge production, innovation, and public problem-solving. This expansion
has increased the number and diversity of actors whose interests are affected by university
policies and whose resources, knowledge, legitimacy, and cooperation influence
institutional performance. Consequently, governance in higher education can no longer be
understood solely as the exercise of authority by ministries, university presidents, or senior
administrators. It increasingly refers to the structures, relationships, rules, and processes
through which priorities are defined, educational policies are formulated, resources are
allocated, decisions are implemented, and institutional actors are held accountable.
Effective strategic planning in higher education therefore depends not only on formal plans
but also on stakeholder involvement, institutional trust, shared responsibility, and the
capacity to translate collective priorities into implementable decisions (1, 2).

The emergence of stakeholders as legitimate participants in public decision-making
has altered conventional understandings of democratic governance. Stakeholders are not
merely passive beneficiaries of public services; they are individuals and groups with
interests, rights, knowledge, organizational resources, and varying capacities to influence
policy outcomes. Their participation can enhance the legitimacy of institutional decisions
when it is based on representation, access to information, consultation, deliberation,
monitoring, and accountability (3). In higher education, this development challenges the
historically closed or highly centralized model of university governance. Faculty members,
students, staff, administrators, professional associations, governmental bodies, civil society
organizations, employers, and local communities increasingly expect to participate in
decisions that affect academic quality, institutional autonomy, resource distribution,
student affairs, and the social responsibilities of universities.

Stakeholder participation, however, is not automatically democratic or effective.
Consultation mechanisms may be selective, symbolic, or controlled in ways that privilege
organized and powerful actors while excluding less influential groups. Government
invitations to policy consultations can shape who participates, which interests are
represented, and how much influence stakeholders exercise over final decisions (4).
Comparative evidence from education systems also indicates that successful stakeholder



Integration requires transparent procedures, institutionalized channels of participation,
timely access to information, and a political-administrative culture that accepts deliberation
and shared responsibility (5). Therefore, the central issue is not simply whether
stakeholders are present but whether they possess meaningful opportunities to influence
agenda setting, policy formulation, implementation, supervision, and evaluation.

Political participation in higher education governance should not be restricted to
partisan activity or electoral competition. It includes organized and informed involvement
in the distribution of authority, the selection or evaluation of leaders, the formulation of
institutional rules, the allocation of educational resources, the supervision of management,
and the public justification of decisions. Political and civic education can strengthen
stakeholders’ awareness of their rights and responsibilities and improve their capacity for
collective decision-making (6). Digital technologies can also broaden participation by
supporting information dissemination, consultation, voting, feedback, and civic education,
although unequal access and differences in digital literacy may reproduce existing
participation gaps (7).

A major challenge in higher education governance is the persistence of centralized
decision-making. Highly centralized systems may reduce institutional flexibility, weaken
local problem-solving, distance policies from academic realities, and limit the autonomy
of universities and their internal constituencies. Evidence from post-Soviet higher
education systems suggests that a sustainable transition from centralized to participatory
governance requires legal reform, institutional autonomy, cultural change, and credible
mechanisms of stakeholder representation (8). University statutes and formal governance
instruments can also legitimize shared governance by clarifying the relationships among
governmental authorities, institutional management, faculty members, and other groups
(9). Nevertheless, decentralization without accountability may produce fragmented
authority, inconsistent policies, and informal concentrations of power. A participatory
governance model must therefore establish a balance among institutional autonomy,
managerial competence, professional expertise, democratic representation, and public
accountability.

Previous studies have associated stakeholder engagement with institutional
productivity, competitiveness, sustainability, and policy implementation. Involving
stakeholders in university planning, decision-making, and evaluation has been linked to
improved organizational productivity in public universities (12). Stakeholder engagement

can also enhance institutional competitiveness by improving universities’ responsiveness
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to labor-market needs and strengthening relationships with external actors (13). Similarly,
educational projects are more likely to remain sustainable when stakeholders participate
throughout their design, implementation, and evaluation rather than being consulted only
after major decisions have been made (14). Participation is also relevant to quality
assurance, as institutional actors must interpret, apply, and evaluate standards in ways that
reflect the actual capacities and conditions of higher education institutions (15, 16).

The selection and appointment of university leaders represents another important
arena of stakeholder participation. Leadership selection mechanisms influence managerial
legitimacy, institutional autonomy, trust, and accountability. Evidence from Iranian
medical universities indicates a gap between current appointment practices and more
desirable models based on transparency, merit, participation, and context-sensitive reform
(27). At the same time, direct electoral mechanisms may create greater legitimacy while
also introducing risks such as excessive politicization, factional competition, and
insufficient attention to professional competence (28). These findings indicate that
participatory governance should not replace expertise with unrestricted voting; instead, it
should combine representative participation with explicit competency standards and
accountable procedures.

Despite the expansion of research on stakeholder engagement, distributed
leadership, quality assurance, consultation, and university—community collaboration, an
integrated explanatory model is still needed to show how causal conditions, contextual
factors, intervening conditions, governance strategies, and institutional consequences
interact within a specific higher education system. This need is especially important in Iran,
where centralized policy structures, administrative traditions, appointment practices, legal
constraints, and varying degrees of university autonomy shape the possibilities of
stakeholder participation. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design an educational
governance model based on the political participation of stakeholders in the Iranian higher
education system.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory. The
research field consisted of universities, higher education institutions, and organizations
involved in higher education policy, administration, and supervision in Tehran.
Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. The sample
included 24 individuals with direct knowledge or experience of university governance,
educational policymaking, stakeholder participation, and institutional decision-making.



These participants comprised nine faculty members, six university administrators or vice-
presidents, four experts or policymakers from higher education organizations, three
representatives of academic or student associations, and two specialists in political science
and public governance.

Eligibility criteria included holding at least a master’s degree in a relevant discipline,
having a minimum of five years of professional, managerial, academic, or research
experience in higher education, familiarity with university decision-making structures, and
willingness to participate in an in-depth interview. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The main categories became stable after the twenty-first
interview, and three additional interviews were conducted to confirm saturation and
examine remaining conceptual ambiguities.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview
guide addressed experiences of higher education governance, stakeholder representation,
participation in policy formulation, access to information, influence on university
decisions, institutional accountability, power relations, organizational trust, autonomy,
centralization, and barriers to participation. Interviews lasted between 50 and 95 minutes,
with an average duration of approximately 70 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded
with permission and transcribed verbatim. Field notes were also recorded to capture
contextual observations and preliminary analytical insights. Relevant policy documents,
regulations, council procedures, and institutional reports were reviewed as supplementary
sources for contextual interpretation.

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection through open, axial,
and selective coding. Interview transcripts were analyzed line by line to identify
meaningful units and initial codes. Similar or overlapping codes were compared, refined,
and grouped into subcategories and major categories. During axial coding, relationships
among causal conditions, the core phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening factors,
strategies, and consequences were examined. Selective coding was then used to identify
the central category and integrate all categories into a coherent paradigmatic model.
Constant comparison, analytical memo writing, participant review, peer review, and
documentation of analytical decisions were used to strengthen credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability. MAXQDA 2024 was used to organize and retrieve the
qualitative data.

FINDINGS



Taghavi Rafsanjani Study and Innovation in Education and Development, Vol. 6, Issue 4: 2026

The analysis began with 1,068 meaningful units extracted from the interview
transcripts. These units generated 786 initial open codes. Following the removal of
repetitions, comparison of conceptually similar codes, and continuous refinement, 214
distinct conceptual codes remained. These codes were organized into 48 subcategories and
subsequently integrated into 15 major categories. The major categories were finally
arranged within six dimensions of the grounded-theory paradigmatic model: causal
conditions, the core phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences.

The central category was identified as “the transition from centralized and symbolic
governance to participatory, accountable, and stakeholder-oriented governance in higher
education.” The causal conditions included the inefficiency of centralized decision-
making, declining institutional legitimacy and trust, diversity and conflict of stakeholder
interests, increasing complexity of higher education problems, and growing demands from
the academic community. Participants described centralized governance as
administratively slow, distant from institutional realities, insufficiently responsive to
differences among universities, and inclined to produce uniform policies with limited local
applicability.

The core phenomenon was defined as “effective political participation of
stakeholders.” It consisted of five dimensions: legitimate stakeholder representation, equal
access to decision-making processes, actual influence over decisions, collective oversight
and answerability, and shared responsibility. The findings showed that participation could
be considered effective only when stakeholders had access to relevant information, were
able to contribute before decisions were finalized, could influence policy alternatives, and
remained involved in monitoring implementation and evaluating outcomes.

Contextual conditions included the legal and administrative structure of higher
education, university organizational culture, institutional capacity of stakeholder
associations, social capital and trust, university autonomy, and communication
infrastructure. Intervening conditions included frequent managerial changes, external
political and administrative pressures, resource constraints, managerial resistance, and gaps
in stakeholders’ policy knowledge and participatory skills. These factors could strengthen
or weaken the implementation of participatory governance strategies.

Seven main strategies were identified: redesigning stakeholder representation
structures, institutionalizing transparency, delegating authority and decentralizing
decision-making, establishing multistakeholder dialogue, politically and professionally



empowering stakeholders, developing participatory accountability and evaluation, and
applying participation-oriented technologies. Participants emphasized that these strategies
should be implemented as an integrated package rather than as isolated reforms.

The consequences of the proposed model were identified at individual,
organizational, policy, and social levels. At the individual level, the model could increase
stakeholders’ sense of belonging, agency, motivation, and responsibility. At the
organizational level, it could strengthen institutional trust, improve intergroup cooperation,
reduce hidden conflict, enhance decision quality, and increase acceptance of institutional
resolutions. At the policy level, it could improve the legitimacy, contextual relevance,
adaptability, and implementability of educational policies. At the social level, it could
strengthen the civic role of universities, increase public accountability, and improve
relationships between higher education institutions and society.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that the central problem of higher education governance
Is not simply the absence of stakeholder participation, but the predominance of centralized,
formalistic, and low-impact participation. Symbolic representation may create the
appearance of consultation while leaving the actual distribution of power unchanged. The
proposed model therefore distinguishes between mere presence and meaningful influence.
Effective participation requires legitimate representation, timely information, the ability to
shape agendas and alternatives, continued involvement in implementation, and
mechanisms for holding decision-makers accountable.

The study also indicates that stakeholder participation is both a democratic
requirement and an epistemic resource. Higher education problems are too complex to be
addressed by a single administrative group. Faculty members, students, staff, managers,
policymakers, professional bodies, and social actors possess different forms of knowledge.
Bringing these perspectives together can improve the informational basis of decisions and
increase the likelihood that policies correspond to institutional realities. However, diversity
also creates conflict. A participatory system must therefore institutionalize negotiation and
conflict management rather than assume that stakeholder interests are naturally
harmonious.

Another important conclusion is that participation cannot be sustained without
institutional infrastructure. Legal recognition, university autonomy, transparent
procedures, access to information, organizational trust, and capable stakeholder
organizations are necessary for participation to move beyond consultation. At the same
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time, managerial instability, external interference, resource shortages, resistance to power-
sharing, and insufficient policy literacy can undermine even formally well-designed
participation mechanisms. Participatory governance therefore requires simultaneous
structural, cultural, and capacity-building reforms.

The strategies identified in this study suggest that governance reform should begin
with a redesign of representation and accountability mechanisms. Representatives should
be selected through credible procedures, maintain communication with their
constituencies, and report on their actions. Transparency should include access to meeting
agendas, policy documents, voting outcomes, reasons for decisions, and implementation
reports. Delegation of authority should be accompanied by explicit performance
expectations and mechanisms of review. Stakeholders should also receive training in policy
analysis, negotiation, conflict management, legal rights, and shared responsibility.

The proposed model does not advocate replacing professional management with
continuous voting or unstructured participation. Rather, it seeks a balanced arrangement in
which administrative authority, academic expertise, stakeholder representation, and public
accountability complement one another. Participation should improve decision quality
without eliminating managerial responsibility. It should also prevent the domination of
deliberative processes by the most powerful or organized groups.

In conclusion, educational governance based on stakeholders’ political participation
can contribute to a transition from centralized and symbolic decision-making toward a
more legitimate, responsive, transparent, and accountable higher education system. Such a
transition depends on the institutionalization of meaningful representation, equal
informational access, genuine influence, collective oversight, and shared responsibility.
When supported by legal reform, organizational trust, university autonomy, participatory
capacity, and appropriate communication technologies, this model can improve the quality
and implementability of educational decisions, strengthen institutional legitimacy, and
reinforce the civic and social role of universities.
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