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Abstract:

This study aims to identify the components and dimensions of smart leadership in higher education, focusing on Islamic Azad Universities
in Tehran Province. This qualitative research utilized thematic analysis. The participants included 16 higher education experts selected
through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and analyzed using the Attride-Stirling
theoretical coding method. The analysis involved three stages of coding: basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes, to develop a
conceptual framework for smart leadership in the studied universities. The results revealed that out of 243 extracted themes, 59 key
components of smart leadership were identified and categorized into 18 overarching dimensions. The most significant dimensions included
utilizing human capital effectively, comprehensive decision-making ability, strategic thinking, creative problem-solving, high cognitive
capacity, social and ethical responsibility, adaptability to environmental changes, and recognizing strategies for implementing smart
leadership. Additionally, challenges such as resistance to change, traditional management practices, and resource constraints were identified
as obstacles to implementing smart leadership. The findings suggest that smart leadership in higher education requires a combination of
individual competencies, strategic management approaches, technological integration, and adaptability to environmental changes. This study
recommends that universities enhance smart leadership by developing supportive policies, educational programs, and appropriate managerial

infrastructures.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Higher education institutions are facing unprecedented challenges due to rapid technological advancements, evolving
pedagogical paradigms, and increased global competition. Universities today must navigate a landscape characterized by digital
transformation, changing student expectations, and a growing demand for more effective and innovative leadership (Barrett-
Maitland et al., 2024; Donald & Morukhu, 2024). In response to these pressures, smart leadership has emerged as a crucial
framework for guiding universities toward sustainable development and enhanced institutional performance (Chowdhury et

al., 2024; Waghid, 2023).
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Smart leadership in higher education refers to the ability of university leaders to make informed, data-driven decisions while
fostering innovation, adaptability, and resilience within academic institutions. It involves integrating technological tools,
strategic decision-making, and a deep understanding of the socio-economic and political landscape (Dong & Tabajen, 2024;
Hendrickson & Askew, 2022). Several studies highlight that universities adopting smart leadership approaches experience
higher efficiency in governance, improved student engagement, and enhanced academic performance (Dayaghil, 2023; Mahere,
2024).

Despite the increasing recognition of smart leadership in the academic sector, its components and dimensions remain
inadequately explored in specific institutional contexts. While some universities have successfully integrated digital leadership
strategies and data-driven governance models, others struggle with traditional bureaucratic structures and resistance to change
(Okpala, 2024; Rathnakar et al., 2024). This study aims to address this gap by identifying the key components and dimensions
of smart leadership within the context of Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran Province. By employing a qualitative research
design and thematic analysis, the study provides a conceptual framework that captures the essential characteristics of smart
leadership in higher education.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research approach utilizing thematic analysis to explore the dimensions of smart
leadership in higher education. The research design was based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with experts in the field
of higher education leadership. A total of 16 participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling methods,
ensuring that the sample included university administrators, senior faculty members, and policymakers with extensive
experience in academic governance and strategic leadership.

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, which allowed for an in-depth exploration of participants'
perspectives on the characteristics and implementation of smart leadership in universities. The interview questions were
designed to capture insights into leadership competencies, institutional challenges, and opportunities for adopting smart
leadership models. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and was recorded and transcribed for further analysis.

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data, following the Attride-Stirling theoretical coding framework. This approach
involved three levels of coding: basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes. The coding process enabled the
identification of underlying patterns in the data, leading to the development of a conceptual framework for smart leadership.
The findings were categorized into key dimensions, highlighting the core competencies, strategic priorities, and institutional
enablers that contribute to effective smart leadership in higher education.

Findings

The analysis of interview data resulted in the identification of 243 distinct themes, which were subsequently condensed into
59 key components of smart leadership. These components were further categorized into 18 overarching dimensions that define
the core aspects of smart leadership in higher education institutions.

One of the primary findings of the study is the importance of human capital utilization in smart leadership. Participants
emphasized that effective university leadership depends on recognizing and leveraging faculty expertise, student talent, and
administrative capabilities. A strategic approach to human resource management, including faculty development and staff

engagement, was identified as a critical factor in fostering a smart academic environment.
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The study also revealed that decision-making capability is a crucial element of smart leadership. University leaders must
possess the ability to make informed, data-driven decisions that align with institutional goals and external demands. This
involves integrating digital tools, predictive analytics, and collaborative decision-making processes to enhance governance and
operational efficiency.

Another significant dimension identified in the study is strategic thinking. Smart leaders in higher education are required to
anticipate trends, evaluate risks, and formulate long-term strategies to ensure institutional sustainability. The ability to foresee
changes in the educational landscape and adapt accordingly emerged as a defining characteristic of smart leadership.

Adaptive leadership was another key theme, with participants highlighting the necessity for university leaders to adjust their
strategies in response to technological advancements, policy changes, and socio-economic shifts. Adaptability was seen as a
crucial trait that allows academic institutions to remain competitive and responsive to emerging challenges.

Additionally, the study identified ethical and social responsibility as an integral component of smart leadership. University
leaders are expected to uphold ethical standards, promote social equity, and engage with stakeholders in meaningful ways.
Leadership effectiveness was seen as being closely tied to the ability to foster a culture of integrity, inclusivity, and
transparency.

Other dimensions that emerged from the data included effective communication, creative problem-solving, resource
distribution and financial management, and technological integration. Participants emphasized the role of digital transformation
in facilitating leadership efficiency and the need for universities to embrace technological advancements in decision-making,
teaching methodologies, and administrative processes.

Finally, the study highlighted several challenges to implementing smart leadership in higher education institutions. These
challenges included organizational resistance to change, bureaucratic inertia, financial constraints, and the persistence of
traditional leadership models that hinder innovation. Participants noted that overcoming these barriers requires institutional
commitment, policy reform, and leadership training programs that emphasize flexibility and forward-thinking governance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that smart leadership in higher education is a multidimensional concept that extends
beyond traditional managerial approaches. Smart leadership requires a combination of analytical decision-making,
technological proficiency, human capital development, and ethical governance. The ability of university leaders to integrate
these competencies determines their effectiveness in guiding institutions toward academic excellence and institutional
sustainability.

The study highlights that effective smart leadership is contingent upon a university's ability to foster a culture of innovation,
adaptability, and strategic foresight. Institutions that invest in leadership development programs, digital infrastructure, and
evidence-based policymaking are more likely to benefit from improved governance and enhanced educational outcomes.
Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of ethical and responsible leadership, particularly in the context of higher
education institutions that serve diverse academic communities.

Despite the recognized benefits of smart leadership, the study acknowledges several challenges that universities face in
adopting this model. Traditional bureaucratic structures, resistance to change, and limited financial resources remain significant
obstacles. Addressing these challenges requires a systematic approach that involves leadership training, policy alignment, and

stakeholder engagement.
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In conclusion, this study provides a conceptual framework for understanding and implementing smart leadership in higher
education. By identifying key dimensions and challenges, it offers valuable insights for university administrators, policymakers,
and scholars interested in enhancing leadership effectiveness in academic institutions. Future research should focus on
quantitative assessments of smart leadership models, comparative studies across different higher education systems, and the
long-term impact of digital transformation on academic governance.
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