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Abstract

This study aimed to design and propose a localized model for developing the research competencies of faculty members at
Iraqi universities. A mixed-method sequential exploratory design was employed. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory
(Strauss & Corbin) and semi-structured interviews with 18 academic experts and administrators were used. Through coding
and categorization, a paradigmatic model was constructed comprising six dimensions: causal conditions, core phenomenon,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. In the quantitative phase, data were collected
from 333 faculty members and analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to validate model fit. Path analysis
revealed that causal factors—including professional requirements and motivational elements—had a significant positive
effect (B = 0.57) on developing research competencies, as did contextual conditions (academic—educational and cultural—
social environments) with § = 0.42. Intervening conditions (organizational and individual barriers) showed a negative effect
(B =-0.38). Research competencies positively influenced development strategies (f = 0.63), which in turn affected outcomes
(B = 0.71). Model fit indices indicated good fit (y*/df = 2.57, RMSEA = 0.069, CFI = 0.93). The findings highlight that
developing faculty research competencies requires an integrated approach addressing individual, contextual, and institutional
factors simultaneously. The proposed model offers a practical and context-sensitive framework for policymaking, academic
development, and enhancement of research capacity in Iraq’s higher education system.

Keywords: Research competencies, faculty members, professional development, grounded theory, structural equation
modeling
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Research competencies among university faculty are increasingly recognized as essential drivers of academic
excellence, innovation, and knowledge creation in higher education systems worldwide. The ability of faculty
members to conduct effective, ethical, and innovative research determines not only the scientific reputation of
universities but also their contribution to sustainable development and societal advancement (Elen et al.,
2007). In contemporary academic discourse, “research competency” is defined as an integrated set of
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and personal attributes that enable researchers to conceptualize, design, conduct,
and disseminate research effectively (Reguant et al., 2018). These competencies go beyond methodological
expertise to encompass analytical thinking, creativity, scientific communication, ethical responsibility, and the
use of digital and technological tools in research (Castillo-Martinez & Ramirez-Montoya, 2021).

Global trends in higher education show that universities are under growing pressure to improve research
quality, international collaboration, and scientific productivity (Grande et al., 2021). Faculty members are
thus expected to continuously upgrade their research capacities to remain competitive in a rapidly evolving
academic environment (Charumbira et al., 2021). The development of research competencies has therefore
become a strategic priority in higher education policy worldwide (Beaulieu et al., 2024). Studies across
different educational systems highlight that strong research competencies among faculty members directly
correlate with higher publication outputs, stronger research networks, and better student supervision (Cantwell
& Mathies, 2012).

However, in developing countries—and particularly in Irag—higher education systems face persistent
challenges that hinder the cultivation of research competencies. Years of political instability, limited funding,
administrative bureaucracy, and weak research infrastructure have contributed to a decline in research
productivity (Mahmud, 2013). Moreover, the lack of coherent professional development programs and
inadequate support mechanisms have created a gap between the existing and desired levels of faculty research
skills (Al-Mashhadani et al., 2024). While international studies have extensively addressed models of faculty
development, there remains a scarcity of research on how to effectively develop research competencies in the
specific socio-cultural and institutional contexts of Iraq (Abdulhussein, 2019).

Previous investigations have shown that faculty members in Iraqi universities struggle with limited
methodological knowledge, poor access to academic resources, and minimal engagement in collaborative or
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international research (Al-Azawei et al., 2016). Moreover, cultural and organizational barriers such as the
undervaluation of research activities, overemphasis on teaching, and lack of reward systems have further
exacerbated the problem (Hejazi et al., 2020). The absence of a research-oriented culture has reduced
motivation and led to a disengagement from academic inquiry (Javdani et al., 2020). Similarly, individual
factors such as low self-efficacy, limited research experience, and weak scientific communication skills have
also contributed to this issue (Dogan & Arslan, 2024).

Globally, numerous theoretical frameworks have been proposed to explain and foster research competencies
among faculty members. For example, Bottcher-Oschmann et al. emphasized the importance of evidence-
based learning environments in promoting research capacities through reflection and applied practice
(Bottcher-Oschmann et al., 2021). Likewise, Castillo-Martinez and Ramirez-Montoya proposed that research
competence is built through sustained academic writing, collaboration, and exposure to international standards
of scientific inquiry (Castillo-Martinez & Ramirez-Montoya, 2021). Cantwell and Mathies highlighted the
significant role of strategic investment in research and development in enhancing institutional capacity and
faculty productivity (Cantwell & Mathies, 2012).

From this perspective, developing research competencies in the Iraqi higher education system requires not only
strengthening individual motivation and methodological expertise but also addressing structural barriers such
as weak institutional support, limited access to research funding, and inadequate infrastructure (Salimi et al.,
2017). Furthermore, as Angeloska-Galevska (Angeloska-Galevska, 2023) notes, integrating research training
across different levels of higher education enhances critical thinking and creativity, leading to sustainable
professional development among academics.

Given these gaps, the present study aimed to develop an indigenous, evidence-based model for enhancing the
research competencies of faculty members at Iraqi universities. By employing a mixed-method sequential
exploratory design, the study sought to identify the causal, contextual, and intervening factors influencing
research competency development, as well as strategies and outcomes that can inform institutional
policymaking and professional development initiatives.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative
phases. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin) was used to explore the factors shaping
faculty members’ research competencies. Data were gathered through semi-structured, in-depth interviews
with 18 academic experts and higher education administrators who possessed doctoral qualifications and at
least five years of professional experience in teaching and research. The interviews were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding to identify key themes and construct a paradigmatic model.

Based on the qualitative findings, a questionnaire was developed for the quantitative phase to test the model’s
fitness using structural equation modeling (SEM). Data were collected from 333 faculty members representing
multiple [raqi universities. Descriptive statistics, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and SEM were conducted
to assess the relationships between causal conditions, the core phenomenon (research competencies),
contextual and intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes. Model fit indices such as y*/df, RMSEA, GFI,
and CFI were examined to validate the final structural model.

Findings

The qualitative phase led to the development of a comprehensive paradigmatic model for research competency
development among Iraqi university faculty members. The model consisted of six major components: (1)
causal conditions, (2) the core phenomenon (research competencies), (3) contextual conditions, (4) intervening
conditions, (5) strategies, and (6) consequences.

The causal conditions included professional requirements, intrinsic motivation, organizational culture,
managerial support, and reward systems, all of which were found to play a significant role in shaping faculty
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members’ research engagement. The core phenomenon—research competencies—was composed of six
dimensions: methodological knowledge, analytical skills, academic writing proficiency, research ethics,
critical thinking, and creativity. Contextual conditions encompassed academic, educational, cultural, and social
environments that supported or constrained research development. Intervening conditions involved personal
and institutional barriers such as administrative restrictions, lack of funding, and limited interdepartmental
collaboration.

In the quantitative phase, the results demonstrated a good model fit (y*/df =2.57, RMSEA = 0.069, GF1 = 0.89,
CFI = 0.93, NFI = 0.91), indicating that the conceptual model was statistically robust. Path analysis showed
that causal factors had the strongest positive influence on research competency development (B = 0.57),
followed by contextual factors (p = 0.42). Conversely, intervening conditions had a significant negative effect
(B = —0.38). Research competencies positively influenced development strategies (f = 0.63), while strategies
strongly impacted outcomes (f = 0.71).

The outcomes of enhanced research competencies were evident at three levels: individual (increased self-
efficacy, motivation, and productivity), organizational (improved research output, quality assurance, and
reputation), and national (greater contribution to scientific development and policy innovation). Overall, the
findings confirmed that both personal and environmental factors must align to sustain long-term research
capacity building in higher education institutions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight that the development of research competencies among Iraqi university
faculty members is a complex, multi-dimensional process influenced by individual motivation, professional
support, and institutional structures. The strong effect of causal factors suggests that internal drives—such as
academic motivation, self-efficacy, and professional commitment—are crucial for sustained research
engagement. This result aligns with previous studies that identified intrinsic motivation and professional
orientation as key predictors of faculty research productivity (Hejazi et al., 2020; Javdani et al., 2020).
Faculty members who possess a deep sense of purpose and confidence in their research abilities are more likely
to engage in scholarly inquiry, publish results, and participate in academic networks (Dogan & Arslan, 2024).
Similarly, the positive impact of contextual conditions reflects the importance of supportive environments in
nurturing academic research. Access to resources, administrative encouragement, and a collaborative academic
culture create favorable settings for research advancement (Al-Mashhadani et al., 2024; Koshmaganbetova
et al., 2020). These findings reinforce the argument that universities in developing contexts must prioritize
structural reforms that integrate research infrastructure, funding mechanisms, and academic freedom into their
organizational frameworks.

The negative influence of intervening conditions highlights persistent systemic barriers such as bureaucracy,
limited autonomy, and financial constraints that hinder academic growth. These obstacles are consistent with
the findings of (Winfield, 2022) and (Salimi et al., 2017), which identified institutional rigidity and lack of
managerial support as key inhibitors of research productivity. Addressing these challenges requires a paradigm
shift in higher education governance that empowers faculty members and promotes a culture of innovation and
inquiry.

At the core of the model, research competencies themselves serve as the foundation for effective academic
engagement. The six identified dimensions—methodological, analytical, writing, ethical, critical, and
creative—represent a holistic vision of scholarly excellence. This conceptualization resonates with
international literature that views research competence as a synthesis of cognitive, technical, and ethical
dimensions (Castillo-Martinez & Ramirez-Montoya, 2021; Grande et al., 2021). The findings also support
the role of structured training, peer collaboration, and reflective practice in strengthening research capabilities
(Angeloska-Galevska, 2023; Beaulieu et al., 2024).
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Finally, the strong link between developmental strategies and positive outcomes indicates that well-designed
institutional programs can produce tangible benefits at multiple levels. Universities that invest in continuous
professional development, reward scientific contributions, and foster academic networks are more likely to
achieve higher research performance and global visibility (Cantwell & Mathies, 2012; Charumbira et al.,
2021).

In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that developing faculty research competencies in Iraq
requires an integrated, context-sensitive approach that simultaneously targets personal, institutional, and
environmental dimensions. The proposed model offers a practical framework for policymakers, administrators,
and educators to design professional development programs, reform research policies, and cultivate a culture
of inquiry within Iraqi higher education. Strengthening research competencies will not only enhance the
academic standing of Iraqi universities but also contribute to the broader goals of national development and
global scientific collaboration.
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