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Abstract:

The aim of this study is to design and present a conceptual model for sustainable entrepreneurship within the fifth-generation university, with
an emphasis on the structural, cultural, educational, and operational context of Islamic Azad University. The present research is framed within
an interpretive paradigm and follows a qualitative approach, employing thematic analysis as the strategy for analyzing the collected data. The
statistical population included experienced managers in the fields of technology, innovation, and entrepreneurship; researchers specializing
in the subject matter; individuals actively involved in the university’s innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystem; and representatives from
industry sectors affiliated with the university. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 13 experts, selected through
purposive sampling. For validation, two strategies were used: external audit and triangulation. Based on the findings, five main themes and
twenty sub-themes were identified. The main themes include university values and mission, prerequisites, key processes, outcome evaluation,
and consequences of sustainable entrepreneurship. The results of the study indicate that the realization of sustainable entrepreneurship in a
fifth-generation university requires simultaneous attention to structural, cultural, educational, environmental, and technological dimensions.
The proposed model, by identifying key components such as transformational leadership, a green innovation ecosystem, interdisciplinary
education, stakeholder participation, and sustainability impact assessment, provides an integrated platform for policymaking and practical
implementation within Islamic Azad University. This model can serve as a roadmap for institutionalizing responsible entrepreneurship,
empowering the younger generation, and enabling the university to contribute effectively to the achievement of sustainable development
goals at both national and regional levels.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, universities have undergone fundamental shifts in their missions and functions, transitioning from
teaching-centered institutions (first-generation universities) to research-driven (second-generation), entrepreneurial (third-
generation), and innovation- and responsibility-oriented (fourth-generation) models. Entering the third decade of the 21st
century, a new paradigm has emerged: the fifth-generation university (U5.0), which not only contributes to knowledge
production and economic innovation but also takes active responsibility for addressing global challenges such as climate
change, inequality, and sustainable development (Dabaghi & Faroughi, 2023; Zand et al., 2024). One of the defining elements
of this new university model is its focus on sustainable entrepreneurship, which aligns with broader Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) by integrating economic, social, and environmental objectives (Carayannis & Morawska, 2023; Nabi Pour, 2020).

Sustainable entrepreneurship, unlike conventional entrepreneurship, emphasizes the simultaneous creation of economic
value and the generation of long-term environmental and social impacts (Gutterman, 2024). Universities, particularly those

transitioning toward the fifth generation, are uniquely positioned to act as transformative agents that can cultivate sustainable
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entrepreneurs through interdisciplinary education, innovation ecosystems, stakeholder engagement, and mission-oriented
governance (Carayannis & Campbell, 2019; Leendertse & Rijnsoever, 2025). However, despite the growing global discourse,
the integration of sustainable entrepreneurship into the fabric of universities in developing contexts like Iran remains
underexplored. Many institutions still lack the conceptual, cultural, and policy infrastructure to operationalize sustainability in
entrepreneurship education and university missions (Karahan, 2024; Sheikh Nazari, 2024).

Islamic Azad University, one of the largest non-governmental academic networks in the Middle East, offers a strategic
platform for embedding sustainable entrepreneurship within the framework of a fifth-generation university. With its expansive
geographical reach, diverse student body, and significant research potential, it stands at a pivotal juncture. Yet, to fulfill its
potential as a U5.0 institution, there is an urgent need for a localized and multidimensional model that guides the design,
implementation, and evaluation of sustainable entrepreneurship policies and programs within the university (Bakan et al., 2023;
Harandi et al., 2021). The existing literature highlights successful examples of such transitions globally. For example, Buzzao

"G

et al. (Buzzao et al., 2025) discuss how universities' “third mission” in environmentally protected areas supports sustainability
transitions by fostering legitimacy and constructing compelling sustainability narratives. Similarly, Karahan (Karahan, 2024)
underscores the importance of leadership continuity and stakeholder engagement in advancing sustainable university incubators
in Germany.

In Iran, however, few studies have systematically explored how universities can leverage their structural and cultural
capacities to become engines of sustainable innovation and social transformation. Addressing this gap, the present study aims
to design and validate a conceptual model for sustainable entrepreneurship within the framework of a fifth-generation
university, using Islamic Azad University as a case study. This model incorporates structural, cultural, educational, and policy
dimensions, drawing on both international theoretical frameworks such as the Quintuple Helix (Carayannis & Campbell, 2019)
and localized contextual analyses.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using a phenomenological approach. The research
employed semi-structured in-depth interviews with 13 purposively selected experts, including academic faculty in
entrepreneurship, heads of university innovation and growth centers, directors of science and technology parks, and
sustainability researchers. Data were collected until theoretical saturation was reached and analyzed using the thematic analysis
strategy. The coding process followed Colaizzi’s (1992) seven-step method, which included extracting significant statements,
formulating meanings, clustering themes, and returning to participants for validation. Triangulation and external auditing
techniques were applied to ensure the credibility and reliability of the results.

Findings

The data analysis led to the extraction of five overarching themes and twenty sub-themes. The five major dimensions
include: 1) University Values and Mission, 2) Prerequisites, 3) Core Processes, 4) Evaluation of Outcomes, and 5)
Consequences of Sustainable Entrepreneurship.

Under the first theme, “University Values and Mission,” participants emphasized the transformation of universities from
mere educational and research institutions into socially engaged actors responsible for sustainability and local development.
Islamic Azad University was recognized as having the capacity to become a national model due to its regional spread and social

accountability. Participatory governance and commitment to sustainable development emerged as key institutional values.
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The second theme, “Prerequisites,” highlighted critical enablers of sustainable entrepreneurship, such as access to
interdisciplinary and applied knowledge, investment in human capital (faculty, students, and administrative staff), advanced
technological infrastructure, and supportive public policies. Without these elements, any attempt to institutionalize
sustainability would remain superficial.

The third theme, “Core Processes,” included embedding sustainable entrepreneurship education into curricula, establishing
responsible innovation ecosystems, conducting demand-driven sustainability research, building stakeholder networks with
industry, government, and communities, and cultivating systems thinking through interdisciplinary approaches. These
processes were seen as pivotal in shifting the university’s operational logic toward sustainability.

The fourth theme, “Evaluation of Outcomes,” covered indicators such as the creation of sustainability-oriented university
startups, development of green and social entrepreneurs, policy-making based on academic knowledge, and enhancement of
the university’s social capital. It was noted that sustainable entrepreneurship should lead to transformative social and
environmental impacts beyond economic profitability.

Finally, the fifth theme, “Consequences of Sustainable Entrepreneurship,” focused on the broader systemic effects of
institutionalizing sustainability in universities. These included continuous updating of strategies based on environmental
scanning, responsiveness to stakeholder feedback, and fostering public trust. The university was envisioned not only as a
learning institution but also as a driver of resilient, sustainable communities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study emphasize that transitioning to a fifth-generation university through the lens of sustainable
entrepreneurship is not merely a functional rebranding but a fundamental transformation of mission, strategy, and institutional
culture. Islamic Azad University, due to its scale and influence, is well-positioned to become a pioneer in this paradigm shift.
However, this transition requires the establishment of a multi-layered model that integrates environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) goals into all aspects of university operations.

The theme of university values and mission highlights the importance of institutional commitment to sustainability as a core
principle of strategic governance. Participatory governance models that foster trust, dialogue, and transparency serve as
essential foundations for fifth-generation universities. These governance mechanisms enable the integration of sustainability
objectives into decision-making processes and ensure broader engagement across all academic and administrative levels.

The prerequisite conditions identified in this research suggest that infrastructural and policy readiness is indispensable.
Universities must invest in faculty development, student empowerment, and digital transformation, while simultaneously
advocating for regional and national policy frameworks that support innovation and social entrepreneurship. Moreover, creating
access to interdisciplinary knowledge resources and facilitating knowledge transfer from theory to practice is critical.

The study’s emphasis on core processes reflects a need for holistic and proactive university practices. Embedding
sustainability in curricula, supporting applied and demand-driven research, and fostering responsible innovation through cross-
sector collaboration are all pivotal. Such practices enable universities to act not just as knowledge producers but as platforms
for co-creation and societal transformation.

The evaluation of outcomes as a central pillar of sustainable entrepreneurship reveals the shift from input- or output-based
metrics to impact-based assessment. By focusing on social and environmental indicators, universities can more effectively align

with sustainability agendas and demonstrate their societal relevance. Furthermore, the ability to foster green and social
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entrepreneurship, influence public policy, and increase trust within local communities represents a new standard of success for
academic institutions.

Finally, the systemic consequences of sustainable entrepreneurship, as elaborated in the model, reaffirm the university’s
evolving role as a catalytic agent for long-term change. By continuously realigning their goals based on stakeholder needs and
external conditions, fifth-generation universities maintain their agility and relevance in a complex and volatile world.

In sum, the conceptual model developed in this study offers a localized and comprehensive framework for embedding
sustainable entrepreneurship in higher education. It presents actionable insights for academic leaders, policymakers, and
practitioners seeking to transform their institutions into proactive, inclusive, and sustainability-oriented universities. Islamic
Azad University, through this model, can move from a traditional educational paradigm toward a future-oriented, community-

embedded, and globally relevant fifth-generation university.
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