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Background and Obijective: Currently, higher education institutions are contending with numerous
challenges, including concerns related to academic quality, strategies for securing financial resources, and
graduate unemployment. To address these issues effectively, the implementation of intelligent and well-
informed policymaking is recommended. The primary objective of this research is to conceptualize smart
policymaking within the context of Islamic Azad University.

Research Method: This study was conducted employing a descriptive-analytical approach through the
utilization of content analysis methodology. Data collection was carried out via documentary review and
semi-structured interviews with twenty-seven experts, employing theoretical sampling until achieving
theoretical saturation. The participant cohort comprised senior and top executives from the Ministry of
Higher Education, the Islamic Azad University, and other relevant institutions. Data analysis was performed
using open coding, axial coding, and selective coding techniques. The Promethee method was applied to
establish the ranking of the components.

Findings: The results indicated that five components—namely, Smart Management and Planning, Smart
Quality and Evaluation, Smart Human Resource Training and Development, Smart Participation and
Transparency, and Smart Research and Innovation—are integral to the successful implementation of smart
policymaking. Among these, Smart Human Resource Training and Development was identified as the most
critical component. Additionally, data-centric and technology-centric elements were posited as fundamental
principles underlying this approach.

Conclusion: The proposed methodology may serve as an effective framework for the reformulation of
educational policies and programs within higher education institutions.
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Introduction

Today, higher education faces a range of significant challenges, including concerns regarding
quality (Yemani, 2013; Farastkhah, 2009), strategies for attracting financial resources
(Khorasani, 2016), academic independence (Zaker Salehi, 2018), the quantitative expansion
of universities, and graduate unemployment (Chopani et al., 2011). To effectively address
these issues, the implementation of appropriate policymaking mechanisms tailored to higher
education is essential (Alvani et al., 2009). Failure to resolve these challenges may indicate
deficiencies in the policymaking processes within higher education systems. As complex
systems characterized by intricate interrelationships, they encompass elements that aim to
develop individuals amidst considerable complexities and difficulties (Abbasi et al., 2009).

Islamic Azad University, as one of the largest higher education institutions in Iran and
the Islamic world, with a mission to expand education, research, and entrepreneurship on
both national and transnational levels, necessitates mechanisms capable of responding to
the multifaceted environmental demands while aligning with global developments. In this
context, intelligent policymaking can serve as an effective framework for the reorganization
of university policies, programs, and management practices. The adoption of smart
policymaking processes at Azad University can enhance productivity, transparency, and
accountability, while fostering innovation, improving scientific quality, and strengthening
the university’s competitiveness at the international level.

The core issue addressed in this research revolves around the gap between the current
traditional, centralized, and non-data-driven policymaking model and the envisioned model
characterized by intelligence, flexibility, participation, and digital integration. Despite the
significance of this topic, a comprehensive conceptual framework for smart policymaking
has yet to be established within Islamic Azad University, and the organizational and
technological capacities requisite for its implementation remain inadequately identified
and structured. Consequently, the aim of this research is to develop a conceptual model of
smart policymaking at Islamic Azad University by identifying its dimensions, components,
and prerequisites through analysis of theoretical literature and empirical field studies. The
ultimate objective is to advance the decision-making systems and scientific governance
within the university, thereby responding to the fundamental research question: What is the
conceptualization of smart policymaking at Islamic Azad University?

Research Methododolgy

This study employed a descriptive-analytical approach, characterized by its applied and
mixed nature. Data collection was carried out using documentary and library methods as
well as interviews. Content analysis was utilized to conceptualize smart policymaking at
Islamic Azad University through interview data until reaching theoretical saturation. Given
the qualitative nature of the research, participants included senior and high-ranking officials
from the Ministry of Higher Education and Islamic Azad University, knowledge-based
companies affiliated with Azad University, faculty members, and all scientific and academic
experts within the university possessing relevant information in this domain. Theoretical
sampling was implemented to select participants for in-depth interviews, guided by a semi-
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structured questionnaire derived from the primary research question. Sampling continued until
no new concepts emerged from subsequent interviews, indicating attainment of theoretical
saturation. Although saturation was achieved after the twenty-sixth interview, a total of twenty-
seven interviews were conducted. These interviews were conducted in person by one of the
authors, with an average duration of approximately 45 minutes each.

Reliability pertains to the consistency and stability of the research findings and was addressed
throughout various stages, including interviews, transcription, and analysis. Proper guidance
of interview questions is critically important, as it significantly influences data quality. During
transcription, intra-subjective reliability was maintained by ensuring that transcriptions
performed by different individuals exhibited accuracy and consistency. In the coding phase,
inter-coder agreement was measured; specifically, the percentage of agreement between two
coders served as a criterion for assessing reliability. An agreement rate of 60% or higher was
considered indicative of reliable analysis. To evaluate test-retest reliability, a subset of interviews
was independently coded twice at specified time intervals. The codes assigned at both instances
were compared to assess coding consistency. While this method provides insight into the stability
of coding practices, it is susceptible to influences such as the coder’s familiarity and memory,
which may affect reliability outcomes. During coding, similar codes identified at both times
were marked as “agreement,” whereas dissimilar codes were marked as “disagreement.

Findings

Based on the identified primary components, five factors were delineated and introduced: Smart
Management and Planning, Smart Quality and Evaluation, Smart Human Resource Training
and Development, Smart Participation and Transparency, and Smart Research and Innovation.
The study examined a total of sixteen indicators, which were organized into five groups. To
assess the relative significance of each component, a pairwise comparison was conducted.
The five principal criteria for smart policymaking at Islamic Azad University, which exert a
greater influence, were compared, revealing that the components of Smart Human Resource
Training and Development, Smart Management and Planning, Smart Quality and Evaluation,
Smart Participation and Transparency, and Smart Research and Innovation are respectively of
increasing importance.

Conclusion

The present study has examined and conceptualized smart policymaking within Islamic Azad
University, identifying its constituent components and dimensions. In the contemporary era,
the higher education system—serving as a fundamental pillar of social, economic, and cultural
development—confronts numerous challenges. These include the quantitative expansion
of universities, the rise in student enrollment, and the unemployment of graduates, thereby
necessitating a transformation in policymaking approaches.

In this context, smart policymaking, as an innovative paradigm, offers potential to enhance the
quality and efficiency of the higher education sector. The findings of the study indicate that the
five principal components identified play a crucial role in the realization of smart policymaking.
Notably, the component of “smart human resource education and development” has been
recognized as the most significant. This element underscores the importance of enhancing the
skills and knowledge of staff and faculty members, which is vital for elevating the quality of

education and research within academic institutions.
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