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Abstract

This study aims to identify and stratify the factors influencing digital leadership in higher
education systems. The research adopts a mixed-methods approach, consisting of qualitative
and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, content analysis of semi-structured
interviews with 15 academic experts was conducted to extract the key components of digital
leadership. In the quantitative phase, interpretive structural modeling (ISM) and MICMAC
analysis were employed to stratify the identified factors and determine their interrelationships.
The results revealed that the factors influencing digital leadership can be categorized into 10
main components: vision and strategy, digital culture, digital security, digital communication,
digital structure, digital economy, digital intelligence, digital literacy, digital leadership
competencies, and stakeholder engagement. These factors were classified into four levels:
independent variables (vision and strategy), linkage variables (digital culture and stakeholder
engagement), dependent variables (digital economy, digital intelligence, digital literacy, and
competencies), and foundational variables (digital security and communication). The
MICMAC analysis further confirmed the mutual influence of these factors. This study
demonstrates that the success of digital leadership in higher education requires simultaneous
attention to various factors at different levels. The findings can assist policymakers and
educational administrators in designing localized models for digital leadership.
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Detailed abstract

Introduction

Digital transformations in the 21st century have confronted higher education systems with
unprecedented challenges and opportunities. Digital leadership, as an emerging concept, plays
a pivotal role in guiding and institutionalizing digital transformation in universities. It
represents a synthesis of traditional leadership competencies and technological skills,
enabling the use of modern technologies to foster innovation, flexibility, and enhanced
educational quality. However, few studies have addressed the dimensions and factors of
digital leadership in the context of higher education. This research gap highlights the need for
scientific exploration of this phenomenon.

Research Methodology

This applied study was designed using an exploratory mixed-methods approach. In the first
phase, qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews with 15 academic experts,
along with a review of relevant literature, was employed to identify the key dimensions and
components of digital leadership. The coding process was conducted at both open and axial
levels. In the second phase, Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) and MICMAC analysis
were applied to classify factors hierarchically and determine their interrelationships.

Innovation and Novelty

The main innovation of this research is notable in three aspects: first, the use of the ISM
method, which has rarely been used in the field of higher education and digital leadership;
second, the presentation of a native model appropriate to the cultural and structural conditions
of the Iranian higher education system; and third, the hierarchical analysis of factor
relationships that provides a comprehensive perspective for more accurate decision-making
by educational leaders and administrators. This research has played a role in filling the
theoretical and practical gap in the field of digital leadership in higher education and can help
develop future-oriented models in this field.

Findings

The results revealed that digital leadership in higher education is influenced by a set of
multidimensional factors. The most significant of these include digital vision and strategy,
digital culture, digital security, digital communication, digital structure, digital economy,
digital intelligence, digital literacy, leadership competencies, and stakeholder participation.
These components were classified into four categories: foundational, linking, independent,
and dependent. Findings indicated that digital vision, strategy, and top management support
act as fundamental drivers, while innovative organizational culture and change management
serve as linking mediators.
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Conclusion

Outcomes such as educational innovation and improved learning quality emerged as
dependent factors. Accordingly, digital leadership should not be viewed merely as a set of
technological skills; rather, it embodies a combination of strategic vision, change
management, and the cultivation of an innovative culture within universities. The results
provide a basis for policymaking, strategic planning, and practical actions in the digital
transformation of higher education.
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