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Abstract
The present study aimed to identify the components of smart leadership among the managers

of Farhangian University. In terms of purpose, the research is applied, and in terms of data
nature, it follows a qualitative design with an exploratory mixed-methods approach.
Accordingly, based on grounded theory, a descriptive—survey method was used to identify the
components of smart leadership in the managers of Farhangian University. The statistical
population included all educational policy experts, senior managers, and planners of
Farhangian University in Mazandaran Province. The sampling method was purposive and
theoretical, following the principle of theoretical saturation, and 12 participants were selected
as the study sample. Data for this research were collected using semi-structured interviews.
The validity and reliability of the study were confirmed. The findings indicated that 47 indicators
were identified and categorized into nine components (themes), including culture-oriented
smart leadership, networked leadership, collective leadership, knowledge-based leadership,
resilient leadership, data-driven leadership, talent-oriented leadership, digital and innovative
leadership, and value-based leadership among the managers of Farhangian University in
Mazandaran Province, which served as the basis for qualitative analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, the concept of smart leadership has gained growing attention as higher education
systems face unprecedented complexity and transformation. Universities are now required to
balance cultural identity and local educational missions with global competitiveness, digital
transformation, and data-driven decision-making (Heydari Fard & Pour Norouz, 2025; Tousi et al.,
2025). Traditional leadership paradigms, often hierarchical and trait-based, have proven insufficient
to address the multifaceted demands of modern academic institutions (Antonakis et al., 2017; Bass,
2020). Instead, leadership models that integrate emotional intelligence, cultural responsiveness,
digital innovation, and collective engagement are becoming increasingly relevant (Allen et al., 2025;
Fischer & Wildman, 2025).

The notion of smart leadership builds upon and transcends transformational and distributed
leadership by combining strategic thinking, emotional awareness, and technological literacy (Gronn,
2022; Kumar et al., 2022). In educational settings, especially in teacher training universities, leaders
must simultaneously nurture professional identity, empower staff, embrace innovation, and preserve
cultural and ethical values (Nazari et al., 2023; Oliai et al., 2024). Farhangian University, which is at
the core of teacher education in Iran, exemplifies an institutional context where these leadership
capacities are vital (Hajazi & Hosseinzadeh, 2020; Hashemi & Shirbaghi, 2024). Yet, despite
international advances in understanding smart leadership, the contextualization of its components in
Iranian higher education remains underexplored (Tavakoli et al., 2021; Tousi et al., 2020).

Scholars have highlighted the need for leadership models that integrate cognitive, emotional, and
ethical dimensions while leveraging data and technology for evidence-based decision-making
(Heckemann et al., 2025; Kearney et al., 2024). Emotional and cultural intelligence are critical to
fostering trust, collaboration, and resilience in academic organizations (Allen et al., 2025; Martin,
2024). At the same time, global digitalization trends necessitate leaders capable of digital
transformation and innovation (Bird et al., 2022; MacBeath, 2016). Against this backdrop, the present
study aimed to identify and conceptualize the components of smart leadership in the managers of
Farhangian University to provide a locally grounded yet globally informed leadership framework.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design with an exploratory mixed-methods orientation. In the
gualitative phase, a grounded theory approach with a descriptive—survey strategy was used to
discover the components of smart leadership specific to Farhangian University managers. The
research population included educational policy experts, senior managers, and institutional planners
within the Mazandaran branch of Farhangian University. Sampling was conducted purposively and
guided by theoretical saturation, resulting in a final sample of 12 participants with extensive expertise
in educational leadership and teacher training contexts. Data were collected through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews that explored participants’ perceptions and lived experiences
regarding effective and adaptive leadership in higher education. Interviews were transcribed and
analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Rigor was ensured by employing strategies for
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability, including member checking and expert
review of coding categories.

Findings

Data analysis led to the identification of 47 distinct indicators of smart leadership, which were
synthesized into nine overarching components. These components are: culture-oriented smart
leadership, networked leadership, collective leadership, knowledge-based leadership,
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resilient leadership, data-driven leadership, talent-oriented leadership, digital and innovative
leadership, and value-based leadership.

Culture-oriented smart leadership captures leaders’ ability to preserve and promote local cultural
and educational values while adapting to broader systemic changes. Networked leadership reflects
the capacity to build robust internal and external collaborations and leverage social capital to support
institutional goals. Collective leadership emphasizes shared decision-making, participatory
management, and the empowerment of faculty and staff in governance processes. Knowledge-
based leadership focuses on evidence-informed strategies, encouraging learning organizations, and
using academic knowledge to drive innovation and improvement.

Resilient leadership involves adaptability, perseverance, and the ability to maintain institutional
stability in the face of crises and change. Data-driven leadership refers to the use of analytics and
organizational intelligence for strategic planning and continuous quality improvement. Talent-
oriented leadership highlights identifying, developing, and retaining human capital as a central
strategic resource. Digital and innovative leadership underlines leaders’ capability to integrate new
technologies, digital platforms, and innovative pedagogies to enhance learning and management
efficiency. Finally, value-based leadership reflects ethical stewardship, fairness, transparency, and
the promotion of moral integrity across the institution.

Together, these components offer a comprehensive conceptualization of smart leadership within the
context of Farhangian University, integrating local needs with global theoretical advancements.
Discussion and Conclusion

The emergence of nine interconnected components reflects the evolving understanding of
educational leadership as a multidimensional and adaptive practice. Culture-oriented and value-
based leadership dimensions confirm the enduring relevance of cultural identity and moral
commitment in Iranian teacher education. Prior studies have underscored that leadership in culturally
sensitive environments must root change initiatives in local traditions and ethical frameworks to gain
legitimacy and sustainability (Nazari et al., 2023; Oliai et al., 2024). By affirming these dimensions,
the present study reinforces the importance of aligning leadership development with the cultural
mission of Farhangian University.

Similarly, the identification of networked and collective leadership resonates with international and
domestic scholarship that emphasizes distributed authority and social capital as enablers of
organizational learning and resilience (Gronn, 2022; Tousi et al., 2025). Creating interconnected
professional networks and fostering participation empowers educators to co-construct solutions and
drive change more effectively.

Knowledge-based and data-driven leadership dimensions echo the global shift toward evidence-
based decision-making and the integration of analytics in higher education governance (Fischer &
Wildman, 2025; Heckemann et al., 2025). Leaders who can synthesize research insights with
institutional data are better equipped to guide strategic innovation, enhance teaching quality, and
sustain organizational performance.

The study’s recognition of resilient and talent-oriented leadership aligns with contemporary demands
for adaptive capacity and human capital development in volatile educational landscapes (Kumar et
al., 2022; Tavakoli et al., 2021). Universities increasingly require leaders who can navigate
uncertainty, maintain morale, and invest in faculty and staff growth to secure long-term institutional
success.

Finally, digital and innovative leadership reflects the imperatives of the digital era, where technology
integration and forward-looking innovation are essential for teacher training institutions (Bird et al.,
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2022; MacBeath, 2016). As Farhangian University seeks to modernize its operations and prepare
teachers for digital-age classrooms, such leadership competencies become indispensable.

In conclusion, this research contributes to bridging the gap between global leadership frameworks
and the specific socio-cultural and organizational realities of Iranian higher education. By providing
a nuanced and context-sensitive model, the study offers a conceptual foundation for leadership
development programs, policy planning, and organizational transformation in Farhangian University
and similar teacher education institutions.
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