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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to present a qualitative modelidentifying the dimensions and components of cultural maturity
in academic entrepreneurship at the Islamic Azad University units of MazandaranProvince. This study adopted a qualitative
exploratory design using thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework. The participants included
university professors, administrators, and entrepreneurship experts from Azad University units in Mazandaran Province.
Sampling was conducted through a snowball method, and semi-structured interviews were held with 19 experts until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Inclusion criteria involved at least five years of experience in academic positions,
relevant education, and familiarity with entrepreneurship. Data were coded and analyzed using MaxQDA software. Inter-
coder reliability was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa and related indices, all indicating excellent agreement. The thematic
analysis yielded five main themes: education (curriculum and institutional culture), supportive environment (administrative
and organizational support and physical infrastructure), networking (building useful connections and stimulating
entrepreneurial spirit), financial support (direct financial resources and support for accelerators and incubators), and risk-
taking culture (positive evaluation of failures and leadership and modeling). A total of 48 basic themes were identified,
reflecting the multidimensional nature of cultural maturity in academic entrepreneurship. The findings indicated that
academic entrepreneurial cultural maturity is a multidimensionalconstruct influenced by educationalquality, organizational
support, networking opportunities, financial empowerment, and attitudes toward failure. Universities should align their
curricula with entrepreneurial and critical thinking skills while strengthening supportive environments, innovation
infrastructures, and a positive risk-taking culture to facilitate technology commercialization and sustainable academic
entrepreneurship.

Keywords: Cultural maturity;, Academic entrepreneurship, Islamic Azad University;, Mazandaran Province; Thematic

analysis.
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In recent decades, higher education institutions have undergone a significant transformation from traditional
teaching and research entities toward entrepreneurial universities that act as catalysts forinnovation, economic
development, and social impact. This paradigm shift has been fueled by the growing demand for universities
to engage in knowledge commercialization, innovation-based collaborations, and the creation of
entrepreneurial ecosystems that bridge academia and industry (Correia et al., 2024). At the center of this
transformation lies the concept of academic entrepreneurial cultural maturity, which represents a university’s
readiness and capacity to internalize entrepreneurial values, attitudes, and behaviors at individual and
institutional levels (Saravia-Vergara et al., 2023).

Cultural maturity in academic entrepreneurship entails not only possessing technical competencies but also
adopting a mindset conducive to creativity, innovation, and calculated risk -taking. It reflects the university’s
ability to create an environment where entrepreneurial thinking is nurtured and sustained (Schonwalder &
Weber, 2023). Prior studies have identified cultural maturity as a key determinant of the success of
entrepreneurial universities and an essential precondition for effective knowledge commercialization (Errasti
et al., 2018). Universities with higher cultural maturity demonstrate a greater ability to translate research
outcomes into market-oriented innovations, facilitate start-up creation, and develop strategic partnerships with
industries (Garcez et al., 2025).

In developing countries such as Iran, where universities are increasingly expected to contribute to national
innovation systems, understanding and assessing the components of cultural maturity in academic
entrepreneurship has become critical (Zahidi, 2024). However, despite the strategic importance of
entrepreneurship education and the government’s emphasis on innovation-led growth, cultural and
organizational readiness within many Iranian universities remains limited. Challenges such as bureaucratic
inertia, weak interdisciplinary collaboration, and inadequate institutional support often impede entrepreneurial
initiatives (Naderi et al., 2023).

Globally, research indicates that the success of entrepreneurial ecosystems depends not only on structural and
financial conditions but also on cultural and psychological dimensions (Ali & Bashir, 2024). A supportive
institutional culture fosters creativity, collaboration, and the acceptance of failure as a learning opportunity.
For instance, (Mika et al., 2024) compared indigenous entrepreneurial ecosystems in Chile and New Zealand
and found that cultural identity, social cohesion, and shared values significantly influence entrepreneurial
behavior. Similarly, (Abdelfattah etal., 2023) emphasized the role of cognitive adaptability and technological
readiness in fostering entrepreneurial maturity within organizations. These studies underscore the fact that
entrepreneurship cannot thrive without a parallel evolution of cultural maturity.

Within Iran’s context, several scholars have addressed the necessity of transforming universities into
innovation-driven institutions through cultural and educational reforms (Ala et al., 2021; Bashkooh &
Pouramini, 2022; ShirAliPour et al., 2023). According to (Ala et al., 2021), psychological readiness and
cultural development within academic communities serve as the foundation for sustainable entrepreneurship.
Similarly, (Hasanpour & Aghajani, 2022) demonstrated that the success of university-based accelerators is
contingent upon creating a cultural environmentthatsupports entrepreneurial initiatives and nurtures resilience
among students and faculty members.

Empirical research further reveals that cultural maturity encompasses several interrelated dimensions,
including education and training, supportive infrastructure, networking, financial facilitation, and a risk -taking
culture (Correia et al., 2024; Garcez et al., 2025; Rahimi et al., 2022). The educational dimension involves
integrating entrepreneurial competencies such as creativity, critical thinking, and innovation management into
university curricula. The supportive environment encompasses administrative encouragement, resource
accessibility, and physical infrastructure that empower entrepreneurial activities (Saravia-Vergara et al.,
2023). Networking facilitates collaboration between academia, industry, and society, thereby accelerating
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knowledge diffusion and innovation. Financial support mechanisms, including grants, seed funds, and
accelerator programs, provide the necessary resourcesto translate ideas into practice (Hasanpour & Aghajani,
2022). Finally, a risk-taking culture—where failure is perceived as an opportunity for learning rather than a
setback—is critical to fostering sustainable entrepreneurship (Schonwalder & Weber, 2023).

Despite the significance of these factors, many Iranian universities remain in the early stages of entrepreneurial
cultural development. Asnoted by (Thamer Abdul Amiretal., 2024), the lack of coherentpolicies, inadequate
financial support, and weak institutional coordination hinder the full realization of entrepreneurial potential
within Middle Eastern academic institutions. Similarly, (Ghodrziet al., 2018) highlighted that humanities-
based faculties in Iran, in particular, face cultural and structural barriers to entrepreneurship due to rigid
educational models and insufficient engagement with external stakeholders.

Given these challenges, assessing the level of cultural maturity within Iranian universities is vital for
developing practical frameworks that enhance their entrepreneurial performance. This study, therefore, aimed
to develop a qualitative model of cultural maturity in academic entrepreneurship among Islamic Azad
University units in Mazandaran Province using a thematic analysis approach. The goal was to identify key
dimensions, themes, and indicators that contribute to the advancement of entrepreneurial culture within
academic settings and to provide actionable insights for university policymakers and administrators.
Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative exploratory design based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six -phase thematic
analysis framework. The population comprised academic experts, administrators, and specialists in
entrepreneurship from various branches of the Islamic Azad University in Mazandaran Province. Sampling
followed a snowball technique until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 19 participants. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 60 and 120 minutes. Participants met inclusion
criteria such as a minimum of five years of experience in university administration or teaching and expertise
in entrepreneurship or innovation management.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using MAXQDA software. The analysis proceeded
through multiple stages—familiarization with data, initial coding, generating themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes, and reporting results. Reliability of the coding process was ensured using inter-
rater reliability tests, including Cohen’s Kappa, Holsti’s coefficient, and Krippendorff’s Alpha, all of which
indicated strong agreement among coders.

Findings

Data analysis revealed five overarching dimensions (themes) and ten organizing subthemes, encompassing a
total of 48 basic codes. The main dimensions identified include:

1. Education and Training: This dimension comprised two subthemes—curriculum and instructional
design, and institutional culture. It emphasizes integrating entrepreneurship courses, interdisciplinary
collaboration, project-based learning, and fostering creativity and communication skills among
students.

2. Supportive Environment: This theme involved administrative and organizational support alongside
physical infrastructure. Participants stressed the importance of establishing innovation centers,
incubators, and entrepreneurship offices while promoting administrative flexibility and supportive
leadership.

3. Networking: Two subthemes—building useful connections and stimulating entrepreneurial spirit—
were identified. Effective networking was found to foster collaboration between students, faculty, and
industry stakeholders, enhancing access to market information, mentoring, and partnership
opportunities.
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4. Financial Support: The financial dimension was composed of two subthemes—direct financial
resources and support for accelerators and incubators. Financial incentives, grants, and venture capital
accessibility were seen as essential for transforming innovative ideas into marketable ventures.

5. Risk-Taking Culture: This final dimension included positive evaluation of failures and leadership
and modeling. Encouraging open discussion of failures, valuing experimentation, and promoting
faculty role models who demonstrate entrepreneurial resilience were recognized as key indicators of
maturity.

Collectively, these dimensions form an integrated framework of cultural maturity that connects educational
quality, institutional support, and psychological readiness with innovation and entrepreneurship outcomes. The
qualitative model underscores that entrepreneurial culture cannot emerge solely through structural or financial
interventions—it requires holistic cultural transformation within academic institutions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that cultural maturity serves as the backbone of entrepreneurial
transformation in higher education institutions. The five identified dimensions highlight that successful
academic entrepreneurship is contingent upon synergizing educational, cultural, structural, and behavioral
components. Education acts as the starting point for cultivating entrepreneurial competencies, while
institutional culture ensures that these competencies are internalized and sustained across the organization.
The study demonstrated that universities that design inclusive curricula integrating entrepreneurship,
creativity, and critical thinking are more capable of fostering an entrepreneurial mindset among students.
Moreover, a supportive administrative and infrastructural environment amplifies this effect by providing
resources and spaces where innovation can flourish. The presence of incubators, innovation labs, and co -
working spaces transforms universities into active innovation ecosystems rather than passive learning centers.
Networking emerged as a crucial catalyst in linking academic innovation with real-world application. The
results indicated that social and professional connections between students, faculty, and industry actors not
only facilitate knowledge transfer but also strengthen trust and collaboration, which are foundational for
sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems. These networks act as social capital, bridging the gap between
theoretical learning and practical implementation.

Financial support proved to be another critical enabler. Universities that actively facilitate funding access,
either through direct investment, grants, or accelerator programs, encourage students and faculty to move
beyond ideation toward commercialization. Financial independence also cultivates accountability and
resilience among entrepreneurs, leading to more sustainable ventures.

Equally significant is the establishment of a risk-taking culture. This study emphasized that universities with
mature entrepreneurial cultures perceive failure as an inherent part of innovation rather than a deterrent. By
encouraging discussions aboutmistakes, celebrating perseverance, and modelingresilience through leadership,
such institutions cultivate an environment where experimentation and continuous learning thrive.

In essence, the cultural maturity model developed in this study provides a conceptual and practical framework
for evaluating and enhancing the entrepreneurial readiness of universities. It integrates cognitive, emotional,
institutional, and behavioral aspects of entrepreneurship into a unified perspective that can inform
policymaking and strategic planning in higher education.

The conclusion drawn from this research is that academic entrepreneurship cannot be achieved solely through
policy mandates or infrastructural investments. It requires a fundamental transformation in the cultural fabric
of universities—shifting values, attitudes, and collective behaviors toward innovation and risk-taking. When
academic institutions internalize these principles, they not only contribute to local and national economic
development but also prepare future generations to thrive in uncertain and dynamic environments.
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The qualitative model proposed in this study can serve as a diagnostic and developmental tool for university
administrators seeking to assess and strengthen their institutions’ entrepreneurial culture. By aligning
educational design, leadership practices, and organizational policies with cultural maturity principles,
universities can accelerate their transition into entrepreneurial hubs that drive innovation and societal progress.
Ultimately, fostering cultural maturity in academic entrepreneurship represents not just an institutional
transformation but a societal imperative—empowering universities to act as engines of creativity,
sustainability, and inclusive growth in the knowledge economy.
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