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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and rank the dimensions of a service-oriented university with a fifth-generation approach in
universities of Mazandaran Province. The research was applied in purpose and followed an exploratory mixed-method
design (qualitative—quantitative). In the qualitative phase, grounded theory was applied to identify conceptual dimensions.
The qualitative sample included 20 university experts, selected purposively until theoretical saturation was achieved (10
participants). The quantitative phase involved 334 faculty members selected via stratified random sampling using the
Cochran formula. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and a 70-item researcher-made questionnaire.
Instrument validity (content, face, and construct) was verified, and reliability exceeded 0.70 using Cronbach’s alpha. Data
analysis employed open, axial, and selective coding in the qualitative phase, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and
Friedman test in the quantitative phase. CFA results confirmed six main dimensions: “social and problem-oriented
orientation of the university, solving social, economic, and cultural issues, transformation of the university’s role, structural
and cultural barriers, improvement of service-oriented educational quality, and transformational university structure.” All
factor loadings exceeded 0.70 and were statistically significant (t>2.58). The Friedman test indicated significant differences
among the dimensions (p<0.05). “Improving the quality of service-oriented education” ranked first (mean rank = 3.96),
while “social and problem-oriented orientation” ranked last (mean rank = 3.03). A fifth-generation, service-oriented
university represents a transformative model emphasizing service, societal engagement, and educational quality
enhancement. Identifying and prioritizing these dimensions provides a framework for policymakers and university
administrators to redesign academic systems aligned with sustainable development and community needs.
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Mazandaran Province
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The global transformation of higher education in recent decades has significantly reshaped the role of
universities in modern society. Universities are no longer viewed merely as institutions for instruction or
research; rather, they are expected to function as dynamic, service-oriented entities that contribute directly to
social, economic, and cultural development. The emergence of the fifth-generation university model represents
a paradigm shift that aligns academic functions with broader social responsibilities, innovation, and value
creation (Nabipour, 2021).

Fifth-generation universities differ fundamentally from previous generations—teaching, research,
entrepreneurial, and innovative universities—by emphasizing human-centered education, sustainability, and
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social engagement (Moezizadeh & Isfahani, 2024). This model promotes not only the creation of knowledge
but also its application for solving real-world problems, fostering civic responsibility, and shaping social
transformation. As (Aalami et al., 2021) argues, higher education institutions must integrate service-learning
strategies that connect students’ academic experiences with community needs to develop social consciousness,
empathy, and professional competence.

In this context, service-oriented universities have gained attention as transformative academic institutions that
prioritize social accountability, value co-creation, and responsiveness to stakeholders’ expectations. Service-
oriented universities redefine the purpose of higher education as a public good that directly serves community
needs (Ramon-Jeronimo et al., 2025). According to (Kyambade et al., 2025), socially responsible leadership
in universities—particularly in developing nations—is crucial for achieving sustainable service orientation.
Such leadership fosters ethical behavior, inclusivity, and organizational responsiveness, thereby strengthening
institutional credibility and trust.

A key mechanism for realizing the goals of a service-oriented university is service-learning, which integrates
community engagement into the curriculum to promote experiential learning and civic responsibility (Tavakoli
Yarki & Arefi, 2022). This approach not only bridges the gap between theory and practice but also transforms
universities into catalysts for social innovation. Moreover, (Franklin et al., 2023) emphasizes that universities,
particularly those with a strong social justice mandate, play a critical role in nurturing future leaders who
embody moral responsibility, equity, and a commitment to community service.

The technological transformation of education further reinforces the feasibility of this model. Emerging digital
technologies and artificial intelligence (AI) systems have enhanced the ability of universities to offer
personalized, responsive, and accessible educational services (Fersch et al., 2023). As (Li & Ronghui, 2019)
highlights, constructing institutional repositories that integrate research and academic management supports a
culture of service orientation through better access to knowledge and innovation. Therefore, integrating digital
transformation into service-oriented education helps institutions become adaptive, transparent, and
community-centered.

In Iran, as in many developing contexts, the transition toward fifth-generation, service-oriented universities is
gaining momentum. The changing expectations of society—such as the need for social accountability, equity,
and ethical governance—require universities to redefine their missions. (Azar & Mousavi, 2023) identified
that Iranian universities need to align their structures with the principles of community engagement and service
quality improvement, emphasizing inclusive decision-making and responsiveness to local needs. Similarly,
(Afkaneh et al., 2018) proposed a foundational model of service orientation in higher education, encompassing
service leadership, organizational climate, learning orientation, and stakeholder management. However, as
their findings indicate, most universities still face obstacles related to cultural rigidity, centralized
administration, and lack of independent funding mechanisms.

In alignment with this perspective, (Zand et al., 2022) argued that fifth-generation universities should evolve
into “green” and sustainable institutions that integrate ecological, ethical, and social dimensions into their
mission. Furthermore, (Tahmasb Zadeh Sheikhlari & Ahmad Safar, 2022) confirmed that a positive
correlation exists between faculty members’ service orientation and the quality of their educational services,
suggesting that embedding service culture among faculty and students enhances institutional effectiveness.
Globally, universities that prioritize community service, social responsibility, and participatory governance
have been recognized as the driving force behind sustainable societal progress (Winarno et al., 2025). These
institutions demonstrate that academic excellence and social relevance are not contradictory but
complementary. Indeed, (Ramon-Jeronimo et al., 2025) identified three strategic pillars of service-oriented
management in higher education: (1) integrating real-world problem-solving into curricula, (2) establishing
strong university—industry—community partnerships, and (3) assessing the social impact of academic programs.
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Despite these advances, limited empirical research has systematically examined the underlying dimensions of
a service-oriented university within the Iranian context. The dynamic interplay between social engagement,
educational quality, and institutional transformation remains underexplored. Therefore, this study aims to
identify and rank the dimensions of a service-oriented university based on the fifth-generation approach within
the universities of Mazandaran Province.
Methods and Materials
The present study employed an exploratory mixed-method design integrating qualitative and quantitative
approaches. The research was applied in purpose and cross-sectional in nature.
In the qualitative phase, grounded theory was used to conceptualize the dimensions of a service-oriented
university in the context of fifth-generation higher education. The population included academic experts and
university faculty in Mazandaran Province with doctoral degrees, at least ten years of teaching experience, and
a rank of associate professor or higher. Using purposive sampling and the principle of theoretical saturation,
twelve experts were interviewed through semi-structured interviews. The qualitative data were analyzed using
open, axial, and selective coding to derive categories and subthemes.
In the quantitative phase, the statistical population comprised 2,578 faculty members from universities in
Mazandaran Province. Using stratified random sampling based on Cochran’s formula, 334 participants were
selected. A researcher-made questionnaire based on qualitative findings was developed, consisting of 70 items
across six dimensions and twelve subcomponents, rated on a five-point Likert scale. Validity was established
through expert judgment and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), while reliability was confirmed using
Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.70. Data analysis was performed using SPSS 26 and LISREL 10.2
software.
Findings
The grounded theory analysis revealed six major dimensions that define a service-oriented university with a
fifth-generation approach:

1. Social and problem-oriented orientation of the university
Solving social, economic, and cultural problems
Transformation of the university’s role
Structural and cultural barriers to service-oriented transformation
Enhancement of service-oriented education quality

AN

Transformational academic structure

Each dimension was supported by twelve subcomponents, including social accountability, structured
community interaction, institutional collaboration with local organizations, localization of education and
research, value-based learning, socially impactful research, resilient organizational culture, structural and
policy constraints, experiential and problem-based education, stakeholder participation, participatory
management, and a service-oriented learning culture.

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated that all dimensions were statistically significant
at the 0.01 level, with standardized factor loadings exceeding 0.70 and t-values beyond +2.58, confirming the
validity of the model. The highest standardized coefficient was observed for the “enhancement of service-
oriented education quality” (0.95), followed by the “transformational academic structure” (0.94). The lowest
loading was associated with “structural and cultural barriers” (0.71), indicating that while these barriers exist,
their impact varies across institutions.

The Friedman test results indicated significant differences among the mean ranks of the six dimensions (y* =
44,403, df =5, p <0.05). “Enhancement of service-oriented education quality” ranked first with a mean score
of 3.96, while “social and problem-oriented orientation” ranked last with a mean of 3.03.
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Similarly, when ranking the twelve subcomponents, “socially impactful research” achieved the highest mean
rank (4.12), followed by “experiential and problem-based learning” (3.98), and “participatory management”
(3.89). The lowest-ranked subcomponent was “value-based learning” (3.54). These results confirm that the
transition toward fifth-generation universities in Mazandaran is progressing, yet disparities persist in
integrating social orientation and value-based education into institutional frameworks.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore that the realization of service-oriented universities with a fifth-generation
approach requires a multidimensional transformation encompassing educational quality, governance
structures, and cultural reform. The prominence of “enhancement of service-oriented education quality” as the
top-ranked dimension reflects the growing acknowledgment among Iranian universities that education must
be closely aligned with societal needs. This result is consistent with previous research indicating that
educational quality, when linked to community service, fosters graduates who are competent, reflective, and
socially responsible.

Moreover, the significant role of the “transformation of the university’s role” dimension indicates that higher
education institutions are moving toward a new identity—as agents of social change rather than isolated
academic entities. This transition involves redefining universities’ missions to integrate teaching, research, and
service within a unified framework that promotes sustainable development. By adopting participatory
governance, universities can strengthen relationships with stakeholders, increase social legitimacy, and create
shared value for society.

However, the lower ranking of “social and problem-oriented orientation” reveals a persistent challenge in
bridging academia and community realities. Despite progress in educational quality, many universities still
emphasize theoretical learning over experiential engagement. Overcoming this limitation requires institutional
mechanisms that embed service-learning in all disciplines, encouraging students and faculty to collaborate on
solving local and national problems.

The findings also highlight the crucial importance of addressing “structural and cultural barriers.” Bureaucratic
rigidity, insufficient autonomy, and traditional academic hierarchies remain major impediments to
transformation. A shift toward flexible, decentralized governance models is essential to empower universities
to respond effectively to societal challenges. Similarly, promoting an open and collaborative organizational
culture can enhance innovation and responsiveness.

Another significant finding pertains to the “transformational academic structure,” which reflects universities’
readiness to adopt digital technologies, interdisciplinary collaborations, and dynamic management systems.
Integrating smart technologies and Al-based systems in academic governance can facilitate responsiveness
and efficiency, supporting the broader mission of service orientation.

In conclusion, the study confirms that universities in Mazandaran Province are in a transitional stage toward
becoming fifth-generation, service-oriented institutions. They exhibit substantial progress in enhancing
service-oriented education and redefining institutional roles but still face barriers related to social engagement
and cultural adaptation. Establishing a comprehensive policy framework that prioritizes community service,
participatory leadership, and digital transformation can accelerate this transition. Ultimately, service-oriented
universities embody the vision of higher education as a transformative social force—one that integrates
knowledge creation with moral responsibility and collective well-being.
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