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Abstract:

This study aimed to design and validate a comprehensive model to enhance virtual educational leadership in Islamic Azad
Universities of Tehran Province. A mixed-methods design was applied. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis using
MAXQDA14 was conducted on semi-structured interviews with 15 academic and administrative experts in educational
leadership. Based on these findings, key dimensions and indicators were identified. In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-
survey approach was used with a researcher-made questionnaire distributed among 202 faculty members in humanities from
Islamic Azad Universities, selected through stratified random sampling. Data analysis employed SPSS and PLS software to
test validity, reliability, and structural model fit. Four main dimensions—Virtual Educational Leadership Knowledge,”
“Virtual Performance Management and Coaching,” “Virtual Team Leadership Ability,” and “Ethical Behaviors in Virtual
Environments”—with 24 components and 41 sub-indicators were identified. Results indicated that “Ethical Behaviors in
Virtual Environments” had the highest priority (loading 0.905), while “Virtual Educational Leadership Knowledge” had the
lowest (loading 0.805). Among influencing factors, the environmental factor had the strongest effect (0.931), and the economic
factor the weakest (0.818). Paired t-tests confirmed a significant gap between the current and desired states of virtual
educational leadership (p<<0.001). The proposed model offers a practical framework for university leaders and policymakers to
strengthen virtual educational leadership and improve the quality of digital teaching and learning in alignment with local
organizational and cultural contexts.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The rapid digital transformation of higher education has fundamentally reshaped the roles and responsibilities of academic
leaders. Once focused on hierarchical and in-person organizational structures, universities now operate in complex, technology-
driven ecosystems that demand a new paradigm of leadership — one that integrates digital competencies with ethical practices,
innovation, and collaborative team management (Marshall et al., 2020; Varela & Fedynich, 2020). Virtual educational
leadership has emerged as a strategic response to this evolution, helping institutions maintain academic quality, inclusiveness,
and responsiveness to the expectations of modern learners (Alward & Phelps, 2019; Szymanski & Olszewska, 2021).

International scholarship indicates that digital leaders must navigate multiple challenges, including fostering teacher
engagement, leveraging technological infrastructures, and ensuring equitable access to online education (Anwar & Saraih, 2024;
Baharuddin, 2024). Digital leadership also intersects with teachers’ psychological empowerment and self-efficacy, enabling
faculty to innovate and adapt to rapidly changing educational contexts (Dong & Tabajen, 2024; Ma & Ismail, 2025). In addition,
ethics and professional norms play a pivotal role in sustaining trust and engagement in virtual environments. Ethical digital
leaders create safe, inclusive spaces where both educators and students can thrive, minimizing risks such as isolation,

demotivation, and digital fatigue (Alward & Phelps, 2019; Szymanski & Olszewska, 2021).
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Despite the robust international body of work, there is a critical knowledge gap in the Iranian higher education system
regarding comprehensive, context-sensitive frameworks for digital leadership (Rahmanitabar et al., 2023; Rahmanitabar et al.,
2024). While some domestic studies have explored leadership competencies, psychological empowerment, and digital
readiness among university administrators and faculty (Mojouni & Rahimi, 2024; Taid et al., 2023), there remains a lack of
integrated models that encompass ethical, managerial, environmental, and technological dimensions. Furthermore, studies have
shown that Iranian universities, especially during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, faced significant difficulties
transitioning to virtual leadership paradigms due to inadequate infrastructure and leadership skills (Vahdati et al., 2023).

This research addresses these gaps by proposing and validating a comprehensive model for promoting virtual educational
leadership in Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran Province. The study integrates global theoretical insights with localized
evidence to develop a contextually relevant framework. It acknowledges that digital leadership is not merely about adopting
technology but about redefining leadership through ethical governance, performance management, and creating digitally
inclusive organizational environments (Antonopoulou et al., 2025; Khurniawan et al., 2024).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods design comprising qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase,
thematic analysis was conducted using MAXQDA 14 software. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
15 experts, including senior faculty members and administrators in the humanities fields of Islamic Azad Universities across
Tehran Province. Participants were selected purposively, meeting criteria such as advanced academic qualifications, substantial
experience in educational management, and familiarity with digital leadership concepts. Interviews continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Credibility was ensured using inter-coder agreement, yielding an intra-topic reliability coefficient of
0.83.

In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-survey design was used to test and validate the conceptual model derived from the
qualitative analysis. A researcher-made questionnaire was distributed among 202 faculty members selected through stratified
random sampling using Cochran’s formula. Data were analyzed using SPSS and Partial Least Squares (PLS) structural equation
modeling. Reliability and validity were assessed via Cronbach’s alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance
Extracted (AVE). Model fit indices, including R? and the Goodness of Fit (GOF) criterion, were calculated to confirm the
robustness of the model.

Findings

The qualitative analysis yielded a comprehensive framework for virtual educational leadership comprising four core
dimensions, 24 components, and 41 sub-indicators. The identified dimensions were: (1) Virtual Educational Leadership
Knowledge, (2) Virtual Performance Management and Coaching, (3) Virtual Team Leadership Ability, and (4) Ethical
Behaviors in Virtual Environments. These dimensions were further supported by six key external influencing factors:
environmental, technological, structural and policy-related, legal and ethical, political, and economic.

Quantitative validation confirmed the structural integrity and statistical significance of the proposed model. Among the four
core dimensions, “Ethical Behaviors in Virtual Environments” emerged as the most influential (loading 0.905), emphasizing
the centrality of professional ethics, responsibility, and social support mechanisms in virtual leadership contexts. Conversely,
“Virtual Educational Leadership Knowledge” had the lowest but still significant loading (0.805), indicating a comparatively

weaker but essential role of theoretical and technical know-how in digital leadership.
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Regarding external influencing factors, the “environmental” dimension, which includes ICT capacity, internet accessibility,
and technological advancement, had the strongest impact (loading 0.931). In contrast, the “economic” factor demonstrated the
weakest influence (loading 0.818), suggesting that while financial resources matter, leadership success is more strongly driven
by cultural and infrastructural readiness than by direct funding.

Paired t-tests revealed statistically significant gaps between the current and desired states of virtual educational leadership
in the studied universities (p < 0.001). The mean scores for the current state were markedly lower than those for the desired
state across all key dimensions, indicating an urgent need for systemic transformation. Reliability measures confirmed the
robustness of the model, with Cronbach’s alpha exceeding 0.7 for all constructs, AVE above 0.5, and CR greater than AVE,
supporting internal consistency and convergent validity. The R? value of 0.7365 indicated a strong explanatory power for the
model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore that virtual educational leadership is deeply multifaceted and cannot be reduced to mere technical
competence. The prominence of ethical behaviors aligns with global scholarship underscoring the vital role of trust,
transparency, and social responsibility in digital leadership (Alward & Phelps, 2019; Szymanski & Olszewska, 2021). By
prioritizing ethical dimensions, the proposed model reinforces the notion that effective digital leaders are not only
technologically skilled but also ethically grounded and able to build psychologically safe learning environments.

The significant role of performance management and coaching in the model corroborates international studies linking digital
leadership to empowerment and mentoring in online educational contexts (Anwar & Saraih, 2024; Baharuddin, 2024). The
capacity to set clear goals, evaluate faculty performance, and provide constructive feedback fosters sustainable digital
transformation and enhances student engagement (Dong & Tabajen, 2024; Ma & Ismail, 2025).

Additionally, the study highlights the vital importance of environmental readiness — such as reliable ICT infrastructure and
digital literacy — which strongly influences leadership effectiveness. These results align with prior research emphasizing that
without robust technological and organizational environments, digital leadership efforts may fail despite strong individual
competencies (Khurniawan et al., 2024; Terania, 2023). Interestingly, the relatively low weight of the economic factor suggests
that, at least in the context of Islamic Azad Universities, infrastructural and cultural investments may outweigh direct financial
input in shaping successful digital leadership, contrasting with studies that emphasize financial capacity as a core enabler (Haris
& Nuraeni, 2025; Norman et al., 2025).

The study also reveals a substantial gap between current and desired levels of virtual educational leadership, echoing
findings from domestic studies that have identified skill and infrastructure deficits in Iranian higher education (Rahmanitabar
et al., 2023; Vahdati et al., 2023). Bridging this gap requires systemic capacity building, including leadership training, digital
policy development, and continuous professional development.

This work contributes to both theory and practice by proposing a validated, contextually grounded model that integrates
ethical, managerial, and infrastructural considerations. It extends the global discourse by adapting international frameworks
(Antonopoulou et al., 2024, 2025) to Iran’s unique educational and cultural environment. Importantly, the study demonstrates
that while technology and knowledge are crucial, ethical orientation and environmental readiness are the most decisive factors

for sustainable digital transformation in universities.
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In conclusion, this research advances the understanding of virtual educational leadership in developing contexts and provides
actionable insights for higher education systems undergoing digital transformation. By prioritizing ethical responsibility,
managerial support, and environmental capacity, the proposed model can serve as a roadmap for strengthening digital

leadership and enhancing the quality, equity, and resilience of higher education in the digital era.
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