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Abstract

This study aimed to present and validate a paradigmatic model of organizational reputation in Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran
Province. This applied study employed an exploratory—confirmatory mixed-methods design. The qualitative phase was conducted using
a systematic grounded theory approach through semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in higher education and Islamic Azad
Universities of Tehran Province, selected through snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. In the quantitative phase,
the statistical population included 10,251 university presidents, deputies, managers, and employees of Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran
Province. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan table, 385 participants were selected through stratified random sampling, and 390
questionnaires were finally collected. The validity of the qualitative phase was assessed using triangulation in method, researcher, and
participant. In the quantitative phase, face validity, content validity, content validity ratio, and Cronbach’s alpha were used to examine the
validity and reliability of the researcher-made questionnaire. Qualitative data were analyzed through theoretical coding, and quantitative
data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis. The confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the acceptable fit of the paradigmatic
model of organizational reputation. The chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio was 2.91, RMSEA was 0.069, CFI was 0.95, IFI was 0.94,
RFI was 0.92, GFI was 0.91, and AGFI was 0.90. Most factor loadings exceeded 0.40, and the t-values for most paths were outside the
+1.96 range, indicating significant relationships among the observed and latent variables. The t-test results showed that infrastructure
development and customer loyalty were below the theoretical mean, whereas scientific outputs were above the theoretical mean. Employee
commitment and competitive pressures were above the theoretical mean, while stakeholder expectations were below it. Within the core
phenomenon, authority had a mean score of 2.89, which was below the average level, whereas the other components were above the
average level. The proposed organizational reputation model for Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran Province consists of 6 main factors,
23 axial codes, and 115 open codes. The validated model can serve as a practical framework for improving service quality, strengthening
stakeholder trust, enhancing human resources, supporting strategic decision-making, and increasing the competitive position of
universities. Implementing this model requires simultaneous attention to leadership quality, social responsibility, infrastructure
development, employee commitment, communication and performance strategies, and sustainable organizational outcomes.

Keywords: Model, organizational reputation, Islamic Azad University, higher education, confirmatory factor analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary knowledge-based economies, organizational reputation has emerged as one of the most
valuable intangible assets for institutions seeking sustainable competitiveness, stakeholder trust, and long-term
legitimacy. Organizational reputation reflects the cumulative perceptions and evaluations that stakeholders
develop regarding an organization’s past performance, current behavior, and future prospects. Unlike short-
term organizational image, reputation is built gradually through consistent organizational actions and
experiences, making it a strategic resource capable of influencing organizational success, stakeholder loyalty,
and institutional sustainability (Bustos, 2021; Parker et al., 2019; Vildan, 2020).

The growing importance of organizational reputation has attracted substantial attention across various sectors,
including education, banking, insurance, manufacturing, and public administration. Research has demonstrated
that organizations with favorable reputations are more capable of attracting customers, investors, talented
employees, and strategic partners. Moreover, organizational reputation contributes significantly to
organizational performance, resilience, stakeholder satisfaction, and competitive advantage (Galvez-Sanchez
etal., 2024; Khan et al., 2022; Singh & Misra, 2021). In the digital era, organizational reputation has become
even more influential because stakeholders continuously evaluate organizations through social media
interactions, electronic word-of-mouth communication, and online information channels (Al-Yazidi et al.,
2022; Hamidzadeh Arbabi et al., 2025; Juaton et al., 2025; Singh & Salunkhe, 2022).

One of the most significant determinants of organizational reputation is corporate social responsibility. Studies
indicate that socially responsible organizations enjoy higher levels of stakeholder trust, customer satisfaction,
brand equity, and organizational legitimacy. Corporate social responsibility contributes directly and indirectly
to organizational reputation by demonstrating an institution’s commitment to ethical behavior, environmental
protection, and societal welfare (Baah et al., 2020; Dashti & Boubehroj, 2023; Haji Babaei & Ghamari,
2025; Masarrat & Imani, 2019). Furthermore, organizational reputation has been identified as a mediating
mechanism linking corporate social responsibility to customer loyalty, organizational performance, and brand
value (Chen et al., 2024; Galvez-Sanchez et al., 2024; Kamali Rad & Shakeri Motlagh, 2024).
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In higher education institutions, organizational reputation plays an especially critical role. Universities
compete intensely for talented students, qualified faculty members, research funding, international
collaborations, and societal recognition. A strong organizational reputation can significantly influence
students’ university choices, faculty recruitment, stakeholder confidence, and institutional prestige.
Consequently, higher education institutions increasingly recognize reputation as a strategic asset that affects
educational quality, research productivity, internationalization, and long-term sustainability (Fatemifar et al.,
2020; Mohammadzadeh et al., 2024; Sazro et al., 2019).

Previous studies have explored various dimensions of organizational reputation. Research has highlighted the
influence of leadership quality, customer satisfaction, organizational innovation, human resource management,
social responsibility, governance mechanisms, and stakeholder relationships on organizational reputation
(Arab Kalmeri et al., 2022; Das et al., 2023; Siddiqui et al., 2023). Other studies have emphasized the role
of brand identity, organizational attachment, value congruence, and stakeholder participation in creating and
maintaining reputable institutions (Mohammadzadeh et al., 2024; You & Hon, 2021). Despite these
contributions, relatively limited attention has been devoted to developing a comprehensive paradigmatic model
of organizational reputation specifically within higher education institutions.

Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran Province operate within a highly competitive educational environment
characterized by increasing stakeholder expectations, demographic changes, technological transformations,
and growing demands for accountability and quality. Therefore, identifying the factors that contribute to
organizational reputation in these universities is essential for enhancing their competitive position and
institutional effectiveness. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop and validate a paradigmatic model
of organizational reputation in Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran Province.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied mixed-methods exploratory-confirmatory design. The qualitative phase was
conducted using a systematic grounded theory approach, while the quantitative phase utilized a cross-sectional
survey design.

The qualitative population consisted of experts, specialists, and key informants familiar with higher education
management and organizational reputation in Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran Province. Participants were
selected through snowball sampling. Semi-structured interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Saturation occurred after fifteen interviews, while additional interviews confirmed that no new
concepts emerged.

Data collection in the qualitative phase involved both documentary review and field interviews. Interview
transcripts were analyzed through open coding, axial coding, and selective coding using theoretical coding
procedures. MAXQDA software was employed to facilitate qualitative data analysis.

The quantitative population included all university presidents, vice presidents, managers, and employees of
Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran Province, totaling 10,251 individuals during the 20242025 academic
year. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan sampling table, 385 participants were selected through stratified
random sampling. To increase statistical power, 390 questionnaires were ultimately collected.

Qualitative validity was assessed through methodological triangulation, researcher triangulation, and
participant triangulation. In the quantitative phase, face validity, content validity, and the content validity ratio
were utilized. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Data analysis included descriptive
statistics, normality testing, confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and one-sample t-tests.
Findings

The qualitative findings resulted in the identification of a comprehensive paradigmatic model of organizational
reputation comprising 115 open codes, 23 axial codes, and six major dimensions.
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The core phenomenon of organizational reputation consisted of four components: authority, respect and trust,
efficiency, and services. Causal conditions included leadership quality, social responsibility, quality of
products and services, and attraction of top talents. Contextual conditions consisted of infrastructure
development, customer loyalty, and scientific outputs. Intervening conditions included employee commitment,
competitive pressures, and stakeholder expectations.

Five categories of strategies were identified, including communication strategies, performance strategies,
organizational strategies, financial strategies, and cultural strategies. Finally, the consequences of
organizational reputation were classified into sustainable success, improved decision-making, enhanced
human resources, and increased market share.

The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test indicated normal distribution of data (p = 0.502), confirming the
appropriateness of parametric statistical analyses.

Confirmatory factor analysis supported the proposed model. Factor loadings for most indicators exceeded the
acceptable threshold of 0.40, and corresponding t-values demonstrated statistical significance. The
standardized factor loadings for the core phenomenon dimensions were particularly strong. Authority exhibited
a factor loading of 0.92 (t = 17.36), respect and trust demonstrated a loading of 0.92 (t = 18.40), efficiency
showed a loading of 0.90 (t = 15.08), and services demonstrated a loading of 0.88 (t = 19.52).

Model fit indices indicated satisfactory model fit. The chi-square to degrees-of-freedom ratio was 2.91,
RMSEA equaled 0.069, CFI was 0.95, IFI was 0.94, RFI was 0.92, GFI was 0.91, and AGFI was 0.90. These
values confirmed the adequacy of the structural model and the consistency between the empirical data and the
theoretical framework.

One-sample t-test results revealed that infrastructure development and customer loyalty were below the
theoretical mean, whereas scientific outputs were significantly above the theoretical mean. Employee
commitment and competitive pressures exceeded the theoretical average, while stakeholder expectations
remained below the theoretical benchmark. Within the core phenomenon, authority obtained a mean score of
2.89, which was lower than the theoretical average, whereas the remaining dimensions demonstrated scores
above the average level.

Overall, the quantitative findings confirmed the validity of the organizational reputation model and supported
the relationships among the identified dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that organizational reputation in Islamic Azad Universities of Tehran Province is a
multidimensional and systemic phenomenon influenced by interconnected managerial, organizational, social,
and environmental factors. The identification of leadership quality, social responsibility, service quality, and
talent attraction as causal conditions suggests that organizational reputation originates primarily from
organizational capabilities and stakeholder-oriented practices.

The importance of infrastructure development and scientific outputs highlights the unique nature of reputation
formation in higher education institutions. Unlike many commercial organizations, universities derive
substantial portions of their reputation from educational quality, research productivity, and intellectual
contributions. Therefore, reputation management in universities requires a balanced emphasis on both tangible
and intangible organizational resources.

The findings also underscore the critical role of employee commitment and stakeholder expectations in shaping
organizational reputation. Universities rely heavily on human interactions, making employee behavior,
organizational culture, and internal commitment essential determinants of external reputation. Similarly,
increasing stakeholder expectations necessitate continuous organizational adaptation and responsiveness.

The strategic dimensions identified in the model indicate that reputation is not merely an outcome but also a
process requiring deliberate organizational actions. Communication, performance, organizational, financial,
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and cultural strategies collectively contribute to the development and maintenance of organizational reputation.
Effective reputation management therefore requires integrated and long-term planning rather than isolated
promotional activities.

The consequences identified in the study further demonstrate the strategic value of organizational reputation.
Sustainable success, improved decision-making, enhanced human resources, and increased market share
suggest that reputation functions as a significant organizational asset capable of generating both direct and
indirect benefits. Universities with stronger reputations are better positioned to attract talented students, secure
external resources, establish strategic partnerships, and strengthen their societal legitimacy.

In conclusion, the study developed and validated a comprehensive paradigmatic model of organizational
reputation tailored to the context of Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran Province. The model provides a
holistic framework for understanding the antecedents, contextual conditions, strategies, and outcomes
associated with organizational reputation in higher education. The findings suggest that reputation
management should be considered a strategic priority within university governance and institutional
development initiatives. Implementing the identified dimensions and strategies can contribute significantly to
strengthening university competitiveness, stakeholder trust, academic excellence, and sustainable institutional
growth.
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