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Objective: The present study aimed to design and validate a model for achieving financial
independence at the Science and Research Branch of Islamic Azad University in Tehran, with
emphasis on managerial, economic, educational, and organizational dimensions.

Methodology: This study employed an exploratory mixed-method design combining qualitative
and quantitative approaches. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 13 experts and faculty members of the Science and Research Branch of Islamic Azad
University who were selected purposively based on theoretical saturation. The interview data were
analyzed using qualitative content analysis through open, axial, and selective coding, leading to the
extraction of the main dimensions and components of the proposed model. Subsequently, a 65-item
questionnaire was developed. In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of
faculty members of universities and higher education institutions, among whom 335 participants
were selected through multistage cluster sampling. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 22. The
Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test was used to assess normality, and one-sample t-tests were applied to
evaluate the dimensions of the model.

Findings: The findings indicated that the proposed model of financial independence consisted of
six major dimensions and several strategic components, including teamwork, economic activities,
university—industry interaction, knowledge commercialization, cost control and reduction, and
revision of managerial policies and planning. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test demonstrated that
most variables had normal distributions, allowing the use of parametric tests. Results of the one-
sample t-test revealed that dimensions such as technology development, university—industry
collaboration, market needs assessment, economic participation, teamwork, and commercialization
of knowledge had means significantly higher than the criterion value with significance levels below
0.05, indicating their significant contribution to achieving financial independence. Furthermore, the
validation process confirmed that the proposed model possessed acceptable validity and reliability
and could serve as an applicable framework for enhancing financial independence in higher
education institutions.

Conclusion: The results suggest that financial independence in universities requires a transition
from traditional higher education structures toward innovative entrepreneurial and knowledge-
based economic models. Strengthening university—industry cooperation, commercializing
academic knowledge, utilizing elite human resources, reforming managerial policies, and
increasing universities’ financial and executive autonomy can facilitate sustainable financial
independence.

Keywords: Financial independence, Islamic Azad University, higher education, knowledge
commercialization, university—industry relationship, economic activity, teamwork
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Financial independence has become one of the most significant strategic priorities for higher
education institutions in the contemporary knowledge-based economy. Universities across the world are
increasingly challenged by reductions in governmental funding, intensified competition, globalization,
technological transformation, and rising societal expectations. As a result, higher education institutions
are compelled to redesign their financial structures and adopt diversified, sustainable, and innovative
funding mechanisms to ensure institutional survival and long-term development (Ehteshamnejad, 2023;
Oketch, 2023). Financial independence is no longer interpreted merely as a reduction in dependence on
public budgets; rather, it reflects the institutional capacity to generate stable income, manage financial
resources effectively, maintain accountability, and align financial policies with academic missions and
societal needs.

Recent transformations in higher education systems demonstrate that universities are moving
toward entrepreneurial and market-oriented models in order to improve competitiveness and
sustainability. Academic capitalism, commercialization of research, university-industry partnerships,
innovation ecosystems, and knowledge-based enterprises have become major instruments for generating
university revenues (Bechi & Maria de Lourdes Pinto de, 2024; Tiago Fonseca Albuquerque Cavalcanti &
Saltorato, 2022). In this context, universities increasingly seek to establish dynamic relationships with
industries, governmental organizations, civil society, and international stakeholders to diversify their
financial resources and enhance institutional resilience.

Studies conducted in different countries indicate that successful university financing systems are
characterized by flexibility, transparency, diversification, accountability, and performance orientation.
Comparative investigations in Finland, Canada, Kenya, Malaysia, Chile, and other countries have
emphasized the importance of strategic governance and adaptive funding mechanisms in improving
university effectiveness and research productivity (Ahmad et al., 2023; Alarcon & Brunner, 2024; Rexe &
Maltais, 2022; Rissanen et al., 2024). Similarly, performance-based financing systems have gained
increasing attention as mechanisms for enhancing efficiency, accountability, and institutional
competitiveness (Kalenyuk et al., 2021; Rodenkova et al., 2023).

In developing countries, however, universities often face severe structural and financial
challenges. Dependence on tuition fees, limited governmental support, inflation, economic instability, and
weak university-industry collaboration create obstacles to achieving sustainable financial independence.
Consequently, many higher education institutions seek alternative funding mechanisms such as public-
private partnerships, philanthropic contributions, wagf systems, educational loans, scholarships, and
international collaborations (Jones-Esan, 2022; Marliyah et al., 2025; Rohmana, 2023; Rwakijuma & Lunyolo,
2023). Islamic financing approaches have also emerged as innovative strategies in several countries for
supporting educational sustainability and improving student access to higher education (Siahaan et al.,
2022).

Another major concern in higher education financing involves balancing financial sustainability
with educational equity and social inclusion. Excessive commercialization of universities may increase
inequality and reduce access opportunities for disadvantaged students. Therefore, policymakers



increasingly emphasize inclusive financing systems capable of preserving public interests while
improving institutional efficiency (Bello & Chumba, 2025; Oketch, 2022). Moreover, globalization and
internationalization have significantly transformed higher education finance by expanding cross-border
collaborations, international student mobility, and transnational educational investments (Boateng et al.,
2023; Liu et al., 2023).

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the vulnerability of universities dependent on
traditional revenue streams. The crisis demonstrated the necessity of financial resilience, risk
management, and strategic diversification in university administration (Kapustian et al., 2021). In response,
many institutions adopted hybrid financing systems and innovative management strategies to maintain
operational continuity and institutional performance (Pohribna et al., 2022). Furthermore, recent studies
have emphasized the relationship between financial governance, accountability systems, and institutional
reputation in higher education (Irawan et al., 2021; Tiron-Tudor et al., 2022).

Despite growing international literature on higher education financing, limited research has
focused on designing comprehensive models of financial independence suitable for the structural,
economic, and cultural conditions of Iranian universities, particularly within the Islamic Azad University
system. Therefore, the present study aimed to design and validate a model for promoting financial
independence at Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch of Tehran.

Methods and Materials

The present study was conducted using a mixed-methods exploratory design. In the qualitative
phase, the researchers employed grounded theory methodology to identify the dimensions, components,
and indicators associated with university financial independence. The statistical population in the
qualitative section included university administrators, higher education policymakers, financial experts,
faculty members, and specialists in educational management who possessed substantial knowledge and
professional experience in higher education finance and university governance. Participants were selected
through purposive and theoretical sampling methods, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved.

Data in the qualitative phase were collected through semi-structured interviews. Interview
questions focused on identifying the challenges, strategies, opportunities, barriers, and structural
requirements associated with achieving financial independence in universities. All interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed simultaneously using open coding, axial coding, and selective coding
procedures. Data analysis was conducted using the constant comparative method, and categories were
extracted progressively during the analytical process. To ensure trustworthiness, the researchers used
participant validation, peer review, prolonged engagement with data, and coding consistency techniques.

Based on the findings of the qualitative phase, a conceptual model of university financial
independence was developed. In the quantitative phase, the extracted components and indicators were
transformed into a researcher-made questionnaire. The questionnaire included several dimensions related
to financial management, income diversification, entrepreneurial activities, university-industry
collaboration, governance structures, accountability systems, research commercialization, and strategic
planning.

The statistical population in the quantitative phase consisted of faculty members, administrators,
and experts affiliated with Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch of Tehran. Participants
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were selected through stratified random sampling. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling
and confirmatory factor analysis through SPSS-27 and SmartPLS software. The researchers evaluated
convergent validity, discriminant validity, composite reliability, Cronbach’s alpha, and model fit indices
to assess the adequacy of the proposed model.

Findings

The findings of the qualitative phase revealed that financial independence in universities is a
multidimensional phenomenon influenced by managerial, structural, economic, scientific, and
environmental factors. Open coding procedures resulted in a large number of initial concepts that were
subsequently categorized into major themes and dimensions. The central phenomenon identified in the
study was “‘sustainable university financial independence through diversified and knowledge-based
financing strategies.”

Axial coding identified several major categories influencing financial independence. These
categories included strategic financial management, diversification of revenue resources, entrepreneurial
university development, commercialization of scientific capacities, strengthening university-industry
relationships, governance flexibility, transparency and accountability systems, research productivity
enhancement, international cooperation, and investment attraction mechanisms.

The findings indicated that diversification of financial resources represented one of the strongest
predictors of financial independence. Participants emphasized the limitations of excessive dependence on
tuition fees and highlighted the importance of generating alternative revenues through research contracts,
consulting services, technology commercialization, innovation centers, investment activities, and
professional training programs.

Another major finding concerned the importance of governance and managerial autonomy. Results
showed that financial independence requires decentralized decision-making structures, administrative
flexibility, transparent budgeting systems, and efficient financial supervision mechanisms. Respondents
emphasized that managerial empowerment and institutional accountability are essential prerequisites for
sustainable financial performance.

The quantitative findings confirmed the adequacy and validity of the proposed model. Factor
loadings for all indicators exceeded acceptable thresholds, indicating strong relationships between
observed variables and latent constructs. Composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency across all dimensions. Convergent and discriminant
validity indices also supported the conceptual integrity of the model.

Structural equation modeling results revealed significant positive relationships between
entrepreneurial activities, university-industry collaboration, strategic financial planning, governance
quality, and financial independence. Among the identified factors, diversification of income resources and
commercialization of research capacities showed the strongest direct effects on university financial
independence.

The findings further demonstrated that accountability and performance evaluation systems
significantly contributed to institutional sustainability. Universities with stronger financial monitoring
systems and transparent reporting mechanisms exhibited greater capacity for attracting investments and
maintaining stakeholder trust. Moreover, international collaborations and partnerships were found to
enhance both academic reputation and financial opportunities.



The results also indicated that social and ethical dimensions should not be neglected in financial
independence strategies. Participants stressed that universities must preserve educational accessibility and
social justice while pursuing financial sustainability. Accordingly, the proposed model emphasized
balance between economic efficiency and educational equity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that financial independence in higher education
institutions is a complex and multidimensional process requiring integrated managerial, economic,
structural, and academic reforms. Financial independence cannot be achieved merely through increasing
institutional revenues; rather, it requires strategic transformation in governance systems, organizational
culture, financial management, and university-environment interactions.

One of the most significant findings involved the critical role of revenue diversification.
Universities that rely excessively on tuition fees remain highly vulnerable to demographic, economic, and
political fluctuations. Therefore, diversified financing mechanisms represent essential strategies for
achieving long-term sustainability. Entrepreneurial activities, knowledge commercialization, industry
partnerships, innovation ecosystems, and investment-based approaches emerged as key drivers of
institutional resilience and financial stability.

The study also highlighted the importance of university governance and managerial autonomy.
Effective financial independence requires flexible administrative structures capable of rapid adaptation to
environmental changes and market dynamics. Institutions with transparent accountability systems and
strategic planning capacities are more likely to attract external investments and maintain public trust.

Another important finding concerned the role of research productivity and scientific
commercialization. Universities possessing stronger research capacities and innovation infrastructures
demonstrated greater potential for generating sustainable revenues. Therefore, strengthening research
quality, promoting interdisciplinary collaboration, and supporting knowledge-based enterprises can
significantly improve university financial sustainability.

The study further emphasized the importance of balancing economic efficiency with educational
equity. While market-oriented approaches may increase institutional revenues, universities must continue
fulfilling their social responsibilities by ensuring equitable access to education and preserving academic
values. Financial independence should therefore be pursued within ethical and socially responsible
frameworks.

Overall, the proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and
promoting financial independence in higher education institutions. The model integrates managerial,
structural, financial, and academic dimensions and offers practical guidance for policymakers and
university administrators seeking sustainable development strategies. The findings suggest that successful
financial independence requires long-term strategic vision, institutional flexibility, diversified income
generation, accountability systems, and continuous adaptation to changing economic and educational
environments.
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