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Abstract:

The aim of the present study is to propose a positive leadership model within the ecosystem of Iranian higher education. Adopting the
qualitative research tradition of content thematic analysis, this study presents a model of positive leadership adapted to the higher education
context in Iran. The research domain encompassed all relevant international articles published between 2000 and 2025, as well as domestic
articles in the same field from 2010 to 2024. A total of 77 articles were selected through purposive criterion-based sampling and subsequently
analyzed and coded. After data saturation was reached, the data were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis approach through coding
and categorization, with validation ensured via the “independent coders” method. The findings revealed that the core components of positive
leadership include a focus on virtue, supportiveness, positive affect, positive agency, and meaningfulness. These components enhance
relationships among team members and foster a positive and constructive educational environment within universities. The implementation
of these components can assist academic leaders in increasing motivation and supporting their members, ultimately leading to improved
quality in both teaching and research at educational institutions. Positive academic leadership may yield beneficial outcomes for universities,
faculty, students, and even the broader society. The proposed model in this study can serve as a framework for nurturing and developing
positive leaders and as a practical guide for educational managers and leaders aiming to bring about positive and sustainable changes in Iran's
higher education system. Positive leadership has a high potential for generating desirable outcomes at various levels. However, achieving
these outcomes requires a comprehensive and validated model and framework. The model presented in this research can serve as a practical
guide for educational managers and leaders striving to create positive change in the higher education system in Iran. Additionally, this model
can be employed to foster and develop positive academic leaders.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In the contemporary world, universities hold a pivotal role due to their responsibilities in knowledge production, human
resource development, and social problem-solving (Kasalak et al., 2022). However, in the 21st century, higher education
institutions face multifaceted challenges such as globalization, digital transformation, reduced public funding, and increased
demands for quality, innovation, and competitiveness (Fischer et al., 2024). These dynamics have heightened expectations from
academic leaders and underscored the inadequacy of traditional leadership styles in addressing the complexity of today’s

educational landscape (Black, 2015; Dehnavi & Jafari, 2020).
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Amid volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) conditions, universities must adapt to retain their relevance.
This has increased the need for leaders equipped with ethical awareness, emotional intelligence, and the ability to foster
motivation and engagement (Forouhar, 2020; Malinga et al., 2019). Effective leadership is seen as essential not only for
institutional progress but also for nurturing future leaders (Jingwa, 2019; Kinnunen et al., 2024). Notably, leadership gaps and
the lack of qualified candidates have led to a crisis in higher education leadership, particularly in contexts like the United States
(Howell et al., 2022).

Within this context, positive leadership has emerged as a modern alternative informed by positive psychology, emphasizing
strengths, ethical conduct, and human flourishing (Cameron, 2012; Redin et al., 2023). Unlike traditional models focused
primarily on short-term results, positive leadership encompasses optimism, altruism, virtue, and a deep commitment to
organizational well-being (Forouhar et al., 2020; Maunz et al., 2024). Cameron’s framework, for instance, articulates four
interconnected dimensions: positive climate, positive relationships, positive communication, and positive meaning (Cameron,
2012; Giraud et al., 2022). These attributes are particularly relevant in academic institutions where leadership must inspire
collaboration, innovation, and ethical responsibility (Debono, 2023).

Research further supports the link between positive leadership and beneficial organizational outcomes, including employee
well-being, productivity, and trust (Benito et al., 2019; Gauthier, 2015). Within universities, this style has shown promise in
enhancing psychological capital, job engagement, social vitality, and organizational entrepreneurship (Fakhrossadat Nasiri,
2021; Safarzadeh & Naemi, 2020). Nonetheless, the theoretical and practical foundations of positive leadership in the Iranian
higher education context remain underdeveloped. Recognizing this gap, the present study aims to design a context-sensitive
positive leadership model tailored to the ecosystem of Iranian higher education.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative, applied approach based on inductive thematic analysis to develop a context-specific
model of positive leadership. The study utilized the Attride-Stirling (2001) framework in five steps: preparation, identification
of basic themes, organization of those themes, synthesis into overarching themes, and validation through independent coders.

The data corpus consisted of 77 purposively selected articles (45 English, 32 Persian) published between 2000-2025 in
international databases (e.g., Elsevier, Emerald, ScienceDirect) and credible domestic platforms (e.g., Magiran, SID, Ensani).
The selection criteria included relevance to the subject of positive leadership in higher education.

Coding units were sentences or paragraphs that contained references to leadership constructs. These units were analyzed for
recurring patterns and categorized into thematic clusters. Themes were inductively extracted and reviewed until saturation was
reached.

Findings

The data analysis yielded five overarching themes constituting the dimensions of positive leadership within Iran’s higher
education ecosystem: virtue orientation, supportiveness, positive affect, positive agency, and meaningfulness.

1. Virtue Orientation includes forgiveness, trust, compassion, and moderation. These virtues foster a morally grounded
leadership climate.
o Forgiveness entails letting go of workplace resentment and encouraging reconciliation.
o Trust emphasizes transparency and faith in colleagues’ intentions.

o Compassion involves empathetic understanding and nonjudgmental behavior.
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o Moderation refers to balancing individual and organizational needs with fairness.
2. Supportiveness covers active listening, facilitation, coaching, and empowerment.
o Active listening is demonstrated through emotional presence and vocal empathy.
o Facilitation includes conflict resolution, flexibility, and work-life balance promotion.
o Coaching involves encouraging collaborative reflection and continuous learning.
o Empowerment pertains to shared decision-making and access to resources.
3. Positive Affect features optimism, happiness enhancement, and resilience.
o Optimism involves a future-oriented mindset and internal attribution of success.
o Happiness enhancement includes building a positive atmosphere through autonomy and appreciation.
o Resilience is the capacity to recover from adversity with minimal disruption.
4. Positive Agency includes self-efficacy, self-regulation, and positive scenario-building.
o Self-efficacy is characterized by confidence in leadership capabilities.
o Self-regulation involves thoughtful action, stress control, and reflective thinking.
o Positive scenario-building enables proactive future planning and constructive criticism.
5. Meaningfulness comprises religious-moral living, constructive ambition, purposefulness, communicative rationality,
humanism, and change orientation.
o Religious-moral living reflects spiritual intelligence and viewing work as service.
o Constructive ambition emphasizes mutual growth and perseverance.
o Purposefulness involves future-driven visioning and value alignment.
o Communicative rationality includes democratic and humanistic engagement.
o Humanism focuses on interpersonal respect and ethical care.
o Change orientation values innovation and dynamic organizational adaptation.

These themes form a network of capabilities that collectively represent the proposed positive leadership model suited for
Iranian higher education.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study proposed a conceptual model of positive leadership designed to address the unique needs of Iran’s higher
education system. The model's five main dimensions—virtue orientation, supportiveness, positive affect, positive agency, and
meaningfulness—align with key tenets of modern leadership theory and reflect the demands of academic institutions operating
in a VUCA world.

Virtue-based leadership practices promote trust and psychological safety, essential for fostering a collaborative and ethical
learning environment. Traits such as forgiveness and compassion help mitigate interpersonal tensions and establish norms of
mutual respect. Supportiveness, characterized by coaching and active listening, empowers team members and builds a
participatory academic culture where individuals feel valued and capable of contributing.

The dimension of positive affect plays a vital role in enhancing morale, well-being, and job satisfaction. Leaders who model
optimism and resilience create a climate of positivity that helps institutions navigate challenges more effectively. These
emotional qualities can ripple through an organization, shaping not only individual behavior but also collective engagement

and institutional identity.
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Positive agency introduces a critical shift in the leadership narrative—from reactive to proactive. Leaders who demonstrate
self-efficacy and strategic foresight serve as change agents capable of navigating uncertainty and driving transformation.
Scenario-building, in particular, enables institutions to prepare for multiple futures rather than being constrained by present
limitations.

Meaningfulness as a leadership element addresses existential and philosophical dimensions of work. By integrating values
like spirituality, altruism, and human dignity, this component affirms the purpose-driven nature of academia. Purposefulness
and change enthusiasm encourage ongoing innovation, while communicative rationality and humanism create inclusive spaces
that affirm diverse identities and voices.

Altogether, this model not only supports leadership development but also provides a practical framework for institutional
reform. By implementing these dimensions, universities may improve performance, deepen engagement, and become more
adaptive and ethically resilient. The model also suggests that leadership is not merely a set of managerial techniques, but a
transformative practice rooted in virtue, vision, and social responsibility.

This research offers a foundation for future empirical testing and development of leadership training programs. Its context-
specific nature ensures cultural relevance, while its theoretical underpinnings allow for broader application. Ultimately, the
proposed model stands as both a strategic and ethical guide for academic leaders striving to nurture human potential and elevate

higher education in Iran.
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