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Abstract

This study aimed to empirically validate a context-specific transformational leadership model for the Islamic Azad University using
confirmatory factor analysis. A descriptive—survey design was employed on the population of faculty members and staff of the Islamic Azad
University, from which 384 participants were selected based on the Krejcie and Morgan table; data were collected through a 219-item
researcher-developed questionnaire with confirmed content validity and acceptable Cronbach’s alpha reliability, and the hypothesized
model was tested using confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS 23. Second-order CFA indicated strong model fit (CFI=0.935, IFI=0.964,
RMSEA=0.061, x?/df=2.10), with all causal, contextual, intervening, strategic, and outcome constructs showing statistically significant
loadings; the highest loading emerged for human resources enhancement within the strategic dimension (0.95) and for organizational
outcomes within the consequences dimension (0.94). The validated model demonstrates robust structural validity and provides a strategic
framework for leadership development and policy formulation within the Islamic Azad University system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary organizational theory, leadership is no longer conceptualized merely as a positional authority
but as a dynamic social process that shapes meaning, behavior, identity, and long-term organizational
performance. Rapid technological change, globalization, intensifying competition, and increasing
environmental uncertainty have fundamentally transformed the expectations placed on leaders. Organizations
are now required to operate simultaneously under conditions of efficiency, innovation, sustainability, and
social responsibility, demanding leadership models that transcend transactional control mechanisms and
promote deeper motivational and developmental processes. Within this context, transformational leadership
has emerged as one of the most influential paradigms of modern leadership theory, offering a comprehensive
framework for inspiring commitment, fostering creativity, strengthening engagement, and driving sustainable
organizational transformation (Deng et al., 2023; Liden et al., 2025).

Transformational leadership emphasizes the leader’s capacity to articulate a compelling vision, stimulate
intellectual growth, provide individualized consideration, and elevate followers’ motivation beyond immediate
self-interest. Extensive empirical evidence demonstrates that transformational leadership is strongly associated
with higher levels of job performance, innovative behavior, organizational commitment, and psychological
well-being among employees (Aftab et al., 2023; Helalat et al., 2025; Lin, 2023). Moreover, research
indicates that transformational leaders play a critical role in shaping organizational culture, reinforcing learning
systems, and building adaptive capacity, enabling organizations to navigate complex and volatile environments
(Bakker, 2023; Battilana et al., 2022).

In educational organizations, and particularly in higher education institutions, the importance of
transformational leadership becomes even more pronounced. Universities face multifaceted pressures,
including international competition, knowledge commercialization, digital transformation, shifting student

expectations, financial constraints, and heightened accountability. These forces require leadership approaches



that promote continuous learning, innovation, collaboration, and institutional resilience (Viseh et al., 2022;
Yazdani et al., 2023). Empirical studies confirm that transformational leadership within universities is
positively related to faculty performance, research productivity, organizational entrepreneurship, and
institutional effectiveness (Loghmani & Hosseini, 2024; Mashayekh Momeni, 2023; Pazhoohan et al.,
2024).

In the Iranian context, higher education institutions operate within distinctive cultural, social, and structural
conditions that influence leadership practices. While global leadership models provide valuable conceptual
foundations, their direct application without cultural adaptation may limit their effectiveness. Consequently,
recent research has increasingly emphasized the development and validation of context-sensitive
transformational leadership models that reflect indigenous values, institutional realities, and national
development priorities (Aslan-Zadeh & Mojtaba-Zadeh, 2022; Viseh et al., 2023; Yazdani et al., 2024).
Prior Iranian studies further suggest that transformational leadership enhances organizational citizenship
behavior, innovative work behavior, employee happiness, and participative management, all of which are
critical for institutional sustainability (Amiri et al., 2021; Asgarnajad Nouri et al., 2021; Dehghan et al.,
2021; Haghparast et al., 2023).

Despite the expanding body of research, a significant gap remains in the empirical validation of
comprehensive, multi-dimensional transformational leadership models specifically designed for the structural
and cultural environment of large Iranian universities. The Islamic Azad University, as the largest higher
education system in the country with extensive geographic dispersion, complex governance structures, and
diverse stakeholder demands, represents a unique organizational context requiring a robust and localized
leadership framework. Addressing this gap is essential for strengthening leadership capacity, improving
institutional performance, and supporting sustainable academic development (Arasteh, 2003; Boroumand et
al., 2023; Harasis et al., 2024).

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive—survey research design. The statistical population comprised all
faculty members and administrative staff of the Islamic Azad University. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan
sampling table, 384 participants were selected through random sampling procedures. Data were collected using
a researcher-developed questionnaire consisting of 219 items measuring five major dimensions of
transformational leadership: causal factors, contextual factors, intervening factors, strategic factors, and
outcome factors. Content validity was confirmed by expert review, and reliability was verified using
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Data analysis was conducted using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) with
AMOS 23 software to evaluate the structural validity and model fit of the proposed transformational leadership
framework.

Findings



The results of the second-order confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated strong empirical support for the
proposed transformational leadership model. All factor loadings exceeded acceptable thresholds and were
statistically significant. The overall model exhibited excellent goodness-of-fit indices, including CFI = 0.935,
IFI = 0.964, RMSEA = 0.061, and y*/df = 2.10, confirming the adequacy of the structural model.

Among the causal factors, “change in the higher education environment” and “university dynamism” emerged
as the strongest predictors of transformational leadership. Within contextual factors, “welfare development,”
“organizational structural weakness,” and “lack of capacity building” showed very high loadings, highlighting
the central role of organizational conditions. The intervening factors included ‘organizational
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fundamentalism,” “changes in job expectations,” and “changes in the work environment,” indicating important
moderating influences.

In the strategic dimension, “human resource enhancement” demonstrated the highest loading (0.95), followed
by “organizational improvement” (0.75), underscoring the pivotal role of human capital development in
transformational leadership implementation. Regarding outcomes, “organizational outcomes” displayed the
strongest loading (0.94), while “individual outcomes” (0.79) and “social outcomes” (0.70) also showed
significant contributions, confirming the multi-level impact of transformational leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that transformational leadership within the Islamic Azad University is a
multidimensional, systemic, and context-sensitive phenomenon. The dominance of human resource
enhancement in the strategic dimension highlights the centrality of employee development, empowerment, and
engagement as the primary engines of sustainable organizational transformation. The strong organizational
outcomes further demonstrate that transformational leadership exerts its most substantial influence at the
institutional level by strengthening performance, collaboration, learning capacity, and structural effectiveness.
The significant role of contextual and intervening factors reveals that leadership effectiveness is inseparable
from organizational culture, structural flexibility, and environmental conditions. Transformational leadership,
therefore, cannot be reduced to individual leader traits alone but must be supported by institutional systems,
supportive policies, and enabling infrastructures.

Overall, this study provides a validated, comprehensive leadership framework tailored to the realities of Iranian
higher education. The model offers a practical roadmap for leadership development, policy formulation, and
strategic planning within the Islamic Azad University and potentially other large educational systems. By
strengthening leadership capacity through this framework, universities can enhance resilience, innovation, and

long-term sustainability in an increasingly complex academic environment.
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