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Abstract:

The aim of this study is to identify and prioritize the factors influencing convert leadership based on the lived experiences of managers in
higher education centers. This research adopts a descriptive-survey approach and is applied in nature. The statistical population included
managers of universities and higher education institutions in the western provinces of Iran (Kermanshah, Kurdistan, Hamedan, and Ilam).
Using purposive quota sampling, 215 individuals were selected as the statistical sample. Data were collected using a researcher-made
questionnaire. The validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by a panel of faculty members and management experts, and its reliability
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The research findings ultimately led to the identification of factors influencing convert
leadership based on the lived experiences of higher education managers, conceptualized within a convert leadership model. This model
includes components such as knowledge-based economic development, technological advancement, educational revolution, learning
environment, information and digital literacy, managerial competencies, legal requirements and frameworks, unwritten rules, organizational
policies, decentralized management, innovation ecosystems, digital participation, globalization, digital governance, digital ecosystems, and
data management. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis of the convert leadership model demonstrated that the convert leadership
style model based on the lived experiences of higher education managers is well-fitted and applicable. The data are reliable, and the resulting
model possesses sufficient validity. Furthermore, the ranking results indicated that the most influential factors on convert leadership are
technological advancement, educational revolution, and information and digital literacy. Other factors—such as organizational policies, legal
requirements and frameworks, learning environment, digital governance, data management, digital ecosystems, digital participation,
globalization, managerial competencies, decentralized management, unwritten rules, innovation ecosystems, and knowledge-based economic
development—followed in descending order of importance.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The digital age has fundamentally reshaped the landscape of higher education, demanding a re-evaluation of leadership
paradigms to remain aligned with ongoing transformations. The rise of digital tools and infrastructures has catalyzed what
scholars define as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, urging institutions to reconsider both their pedagogical approaches and
administrative frameworks (Johnston et al., 2018; Sousa et al., 2017). In this new era, digital leadership has emerged as a
strategic necessity for higher education institutions aiming to maintain competitiveness and relevance (Alotaibi, 2025;
Alshammari, 2025). These leaders, described as “convert leaders” or “transformational digital leaders,” must abandon rigid
traditionalism in favor of agile, innovative, and forward-thinking approaches (Verhoef et al., 2021).

As digital technologies blur the boundaries between organizational units, time zones, and disciplines, educational institutions
must embrace cross-functional innovation. This includes integrating information and communication technologies (ICTs),
fostering lifelong learning, and developing responsive ecosystems capable of navigating socio-economic and political volatility
(Brown & Brown, 2019; Osterrider et al., 2020). Scholars argue that the success of future universities hinges not solely on the
adoption of new technologies but on the capacity of their leaders to drive systemic innovation (Chen et al., 2019; Siemens et
al., 2015). Leadership, in this context, becomes a facilitator of pedagogical shifts, structural realignments, and institutional
transformation.

Moreover, the literature highlights a growing gap between technological capacity and leadership adaptability. While
educational technologies have advanced rapidly, institutions have lagged in redefining their mission, governance models, and
cultural paradigms (Carvalho & Maria José, 2021; Nori et al., 2019). Thus, there is an urgent need to conceptualize and
empirically validate a model of convert leadership that is rooted in the lived experiences of educational managers navigating

this digital terrain. As emphasized by Gustafson (2015), the hallmark of such leadership is a deliberate disregard for
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impossibility, forging innovative pathways through collaboration, ethics, and human-centered decision-making (Gustafson,
2015).

Methods and Materials

The study adopted a descriptive-survey design with an applied research orientation, aiming to identify and prioritize the
components of convert leadership in higher education. The population included managers from universities and higher
education institutions across the western provinces of Iran—Kermanshah, Kurdistan, Hamedan, and Ilam. Using purposive
quota sampling, 215 participants were selected. Data were collected via a researcher-designed questionnaire comprising 45
items on a 5-point Likert scale.

The instrument’s content and construct validity were evaluated through expert panel reviews and exploratory-confirmatory
factor analysis, respectively. Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices confirmed the internal consistency and
reliability of the measures. Data normality was assessed using skewness, kurtosis, and the Cox—Box transformation, followed
by structural equation modeling (SEM) with Amos and SPSS for data analysis. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation)
and inferential tests (KMO, Bartlett's test, Friedman test) were applied to ensure statistical rigor.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that 56% of respondents were male, and the majority held master’s degrees (57.6%). In terms
of professional experience, 35.3% reported 11-20 years of service, and 38.6% were aged 41-50. Normal distribution of data
was confirmed post-transformation using the Cox—Box test.

Exploratory factor analysis revealed 15 significant components underlying convert leadership: knowledge-based economic
development, technological advancement, educational revolution, learning environment, information and digital literacy,
managerial competencies, legal requirements, unwritten rules, organizational policies, decentralized management, innovation
ecosystems, digital participation, globalization, digital governance, and data management. These factors cumulatively
explained 91.45% of the total variance.

Confirmatory factor analysis validated the structural model, with fit indices such as RMSEA = 0.028, CFl = 0.94, GFI =
0.92, and AGFI = 0.90 indicating a strong model fit. All factor loadings exceeded 0.5, supporting convergent validity.

Friedman’s test was used to rank the relative importance of each factor. Technological advancement ranked highest,
followed by educational revolution and information and digital literacy. Other factors, including organizational policies, legal
frameworks, learning environment, and digital governance, followed in descending order. Notably, knowledge-based economic
development was ranked the lowest in terms of direct influence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results affirm the necessity of reimagining leadership in higher education within a digital context. Convert leadership—
characterized by transformational, participatory, and technologically competent attributes—emerged as a critical determinant
of institutional success. The prominence of technological advancement, educational revolution, and digital literacy in the model
underscores the shifting priorities of universities from static content delivery to dynamic, platform-based engagement. These
findings align with prior work stressing the importance of equipping educational leaders with the cognitive and technical skills
necessary for guiding institutions through turbulent digital transitions (Sousa et al., 2017).

Institutional transformation in the digital era also necessitates a redefinition of traditional values. While honoring heritage,

universities must cultivate flexibility to adapt to evolving technological and societal expectations. The inclusion of elements
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such as digital governance, data management, and innovation ecosystems signals the broadening scope of leadership from
internal management to external interfacing with global knowledge economies.

Importantly, the model highlights the integral role of less tangible factors—such as unwritten rules and organizational
culture—in shaping leadership efficacy. Legal frameworks, although structural, were found to be less influential than adaptive
competencies, suggesting that compliance must be paired with creativity and foresight. Similarly, decentralized management
emerged as a supporting mechanism, enabling agile decision-making and localized responsiveness.

The findings also reinforce the notion that digital transformation is not merely technological but deeply human and cultural.
Leadership initiatives that fail to integrate process realignment, employee reskilling, and cultural adaptation are likely to
encounter resistance or stagnation. As the digital university becomes a reality, leaders must synchronize strategy, structure, and
people to fully leverage the opportunities of digitalization.

In conclusion, the study provides a robust empirical foundation for understanding convert leadership in higher education,
presenting a comprehensive, validated framework that institutions can utilize for leadership development and strategic
planning. The prioritization of technological fluency, educational renewal, and digital literacy as key leadership domains serves
as a call to action for universities to cultivate forward-thinking, adaptable, and inclusive leaders. These leaders will not only

navigate digital complexity but also drive meaningful and sustainable innovation across the educational landscape.
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