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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the key success factors of university library managers in Iran and develop a comprehensive
model to enhance library management and service quality. This applied research employed a qualitative grounded theory
approach. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 453 university library managers across Iran. The data
analysis followed open, axial, and selective coding to extract core categories and formulate a conceptual model. Analysis
revealed five major determinants of managerial success: professional expertise and experience (80% with relevant
background), adoption of modern technologies and digital transformation of services (80%), innovation in projects and
operational processes (over 75%), development of professional and academic networks at national and international levels
(60-75%), and strong support for educational and research activities (90% providing rich resources and databases). Main
challenges included limited financial resources (90%), the need for technological updates (75%), and staff coordination
issues (60%). Managers overcame these barriers by strategies such as regular team meetings (85%), attracting financial
support (70%), and developing digital infrastructures. The success of university library management in Iran relies on
integrating professional expertise, technological innovation, and collaborative networking. The proposed model provides a
practical framework to improve service quality, operational efficiency, and responsiveness to academic and research needs.
Keywords: Management; University Libraries; Modern Information Technologies; Organizational Innovation; Grounded
Theory
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

University libraries play a pivotal role in supporting academic excellence and research advancement by
providing access to scientific resources, enabling knowledge dissemination, and fostering an environment
conducive to learning and discovery (Omidifar & Mousavizadeh, 2017). However, these institutions are
experiencing unprecedented challenges due to rapid developments in information and communication
technologies, the digitalization of educational resources, and the evolving expectations of users for fast and
seamless access to knowledge (Schwalbe, 2015). In such a dynamic context, effective library management has
become more than an administrative task; it requires strategic thinking, technological adaptability, and
innovative leadership (Afsharian & Torkfar, 2016). A crucial determinant of managerial success in
knowledge-intensive organizations such as libraries is the ability to utilize organizational power bases
effectively. Previous studies have shown that different forms of power — expert, referent, reward, coercive,
and legitimate — directly influence staff motivation, commitment, and performance (Ididi et al., 2015;
Rahmanpour & Ghafarani, 2014; Tabarsa et al., 2013).

Moreover, the digital transformation of services and the adoption of innovative technologies have become
central to the sustainability and competitiveness of academic libraries. Research indicates that digital readiness
and the integration of advanced information systems not only enhance operational efficiency but also improve
user experience and access to academic content (Schwalbe, 2015; Zhang, 2024). Similarly, Susilowati (2024)
emphasizes that digital literacy and participative-visionary leadership among managers lead to better
organizational performance in the public sector, findings that are highly applicable to university libraries
(Susilowati, 2024). Other studies also highlight the role of artificial intelligence and automation in
transforming human resource practices and optimizing service delivery in knowledge-based organizations
(Sharma, 2025).

Leadership competencies and the ability to adapt to organizational change are additional success factors.
Evidence shows that emotionally intelligent and transformational leaders in library settings can foster job
satisfaction, reduce resistance to innovation, and promote user-centered service models (McKeown & Bates,
2024). Strategic foresight and knowledge management further strengthen innovation capabilities and help
leaders anticipate emerging trends and respond proactively (Moradpour et al., 2024; Mubarak et al., 2025).
Locally, the need for structured and contextually adapted managerial models has been underscored in various
Iranian industries and academic contexts (Kazemi & Hosseini, 2024; Zarei et al., 2025). Yet, in the Iranian
academic library system, most prior studies have focused on limited dimensions of managerial performance
and overlooked the integration of technological readiness, power dynamics, and innovative leadership into a
cohesive success model (Afsharian & Torkfar, 2016; Omidifar & Mousavizadeh, 2017).

In response to these gaps, the present study aimed to identify the key success factors for university library
managers in Iran and to construct a comprehensive, context-sensitive model that aligns with global
advancements while addressing local organizational realities.

Methods and Materials
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This research adopted an applied, qualitative approach using grounded theory methodology to capture the
complex, multifaceted nature of managerial success in academic libraries. Data were collected through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with 453 university library managers across Iran. Participants were selected to
ensure diversity in institutional size, technological infrastructure, and managerial experience. Interviews
explored career pathways, leadership competencies, technological adaptation, organizational challenges, and
strategies for improvement. Data analysis followed the classical three-stage coding process: open coding to
generate initial concepts, axial coding to organize categories around central themes, and selective coding to
integrate these themes into a conceptual model. The research adhered to rigorous standards of trustworthiness,
including member checking and expert validation, to ensure the accuracy and applicability of findings.
Findings

The analysis revealed five overarching determinants of managerial success in Iranian university libraries. First,
professional expertise and career experience emerged as the strongest factor, with 80% of participants
highlighting that their managerial capability stemmed from prior roles in librarianship, information technology,
or research support. Managers with deep domain knowledge were more competent in decision-making and
guiding organizational change.

Second, digital transformation and technological adaptation played a critical role in improving service
efficiency and user satisfaction. Eighty percent of managers reported adopting new technologies such as digital
library management systems, online resource platforms, and analytics tools. These technologies enabled faster
access to information, enhanced operational transparency, and supported remote academic activities.

Third, organizational innovation and proactive project development significantly contributed to success.
Over 75% of managers described initiating projects like digitalizing collections, offering virtual workshops,
and creating innovative online services. These actions not only addressed user demands but also improved the
library’s visibility and academic value.

Fourth, professional networking and knowledge exchange at local, national, and international levels were
found essential for staying updated and benchmarking best practices. Sixty to seventy-five percent of
participants engaged in collaborations, conferences, and partnerships, which helped them implement new
technologies and service models successfully.

Fifth, support for education and research was central to enhancing the strategic role of libraries. Ninety
percent of managers focused on providing rich information resources, access to international databases, and
creating conducive research spaces, thereby aligning library functions with institutional goals.

Despite these successes, managers faced recurring challenges, particularly financial constraints (reported by
90% of participants), the urgent need to update technology infrastructures (75%), and difficulties in staff
coordination and motivation (60%). Nevertheless, the data showed that managers adopted multiple strategies
to overcome these barriers. These included holding regular team meetings to improve internal communication
(85%), seeking financial support from university administrations and external organizations (70%), and
leveraging digital tools to optimize workflow and reduce costs (65%).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the multifactorial and integrative nature of managerial success in university
libraries. Professional expertise and career trajectory emerged as foundational elements, reinforcing the idea
that effective library leadership cannot be separated from domain-specific knowledge and experience. These
results echo earlier studies underscoring the role of specialized expertise and power dynamics in shaping
organizational effectiveness (Ididi et al., 2015; Rahmanpour & Ghafarani, 2014; Tabarsa et al., 2013). They
also align with Afsharian (2016) and Omidifar (2017), who showed that librarians with strong technical and
managerial skills deliver higher-quality services and build trust among staff and users (Afsharian & Torkfar,
2016; Omidifar & Mousavizadeh, 2017).
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The centrality of digital transformation further confirms the global trend that library leaders must integrate
technology into their strategic planning. This study reinforces prior research showing that successful digital
initiatives improve both efficiency and user satisfaction (Schwalbe, 2015; Zhang, 2024). The emphasis on
digital literacy among managers corresponds with Susilowati’s (2024) findings that technology-competent
leadership enhances performance in the digital era (Susilowati, 2024), while Sharma (2025) highlights the
potential of Al-driven solutions to optimize resource management and service personalization (Sharma,
2025).

Innovation and project-based development observed in this research validate the notion that adaptive and
future-oriented leadership is critical for knowledge organizations. Similar to Mubarak (2025) and Moradpour
(2024), who linked strategic foresight and open innovation to organizational resilience, Iranian library
managers succeeded when they actively designed and implemented novel solutions (Moradpour et al., 2024;
Mubarak et al., 2025). Networking and collaboration also emerged as critical, supporting McKeown’s (2024)
assertion that emotionally intelligent and connected leaders foster professional growth and service
improvement (McKeown & Bates, 2024).

Importantly, the study provides a contextually grounded model for Iranian university libraries, bridging gaps
left by earlier research, which often focused on isolated dimensions of management. By integrating digital
readiness, power bases, and innovation capacity, the model aligns with both local needs and international best
practices (Kazemi & Hosseini, 2024; Zarei et al., 2025).

In conclusion, this study advances understanding of what constitutes managerial success in academic libraries
and delivers a practical, evidence-based model tailored to Iran’s higher education context. The proposed
framework highlights that sustained success requires the interplay of specialized expertise, digital
transformation, organizational innovation, and robust professional networks. This model can serve as a guide
for policy-makers, educational leaders, and library administrations aiming to empower managers, enhance
service quality, and position university libraries as vital academic hubs in the digital age.
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