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This study aims to analyze the components of University Social Responsibility (USR) based on
the experiences of selected universities around the world.

This research is exploratory in nature, employs a qualitative data collection approach, and
utilizes content analysis for data interpretation. Through purposive sampling, five leading
universities—Harvard, Manchester, New South Wales, Peking, and Kyoto—were selected.
Relevant documents and prior studies were analyzed to extract the key components of USR.
These documents were summarized and analyzed using qualitative content analysis, supported
by MAXQDA software.

From a total of 640 extracted codes, themes were categorized into three levels: basic (60),
organizing (13), and global (3). The most frequently identified themes included: cooperation
with the local community (42), provision of educational and cultural programs and facilities for
local residents (31), actions promoting social justice within the local context (27), conducting
impactful research (25), global influence (24), inclusive management and learning (23), and
planning for a multicultural environment (22).

Based on the results, a comprehensive framework for USR was developed, comprising three
global themes: value (including 3 organizing themes), process (including 8 organizing themes),
and impact (including 2 organizing themes). Drawing from the experiences of the selected
universities and the research findings, it is recommended that higher education policymakers
and trustees in Iran integrate USR components into universities’ missions, visions, and strategic
and operational plans—tailored to each university’s specific context—and ensure their
implementation for both internal and external stakeholders.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In addition to their educational, research, and
specialized service roles, universities are also
entrusted with the mission of social responsibility.
This is because the very philosophy of a university's
existence is to promote public good and social
welfare through science, education, and research.
Vallaeys (2008) defines university social
responsibility (USR) as a policy that governs the
ethical quality of the university community’s
activities (students, faculty, and administrative
staff), aiming to improve them through the
management of educational, cognitive,
occupational, and environmental practices in
interactive engagement with society.

Sustainable human development is achieved in
four stages: commitment, self-diagnosis, adaptation,
and accountability.

A review of the literature reveals that various
characteristics of USR have been proposed from
different perspectives. Despite efforts by some
Iranian universities to implement USR and a number
of studies on its dimensions and features, the
practical experiences of leading international
universities have received limited attention. One of
the main gaps in Iran’s higher education system is
the lack of use of these global best practices to
analyze the components, dimensions, and
frameworks of university social responsibility.

As universities transition from first- and second-
generation models to third- and fourth-generation
institutions, this research seeks to answer a key
guestion: What are the components of university
social responsibility based on the experiences of
selected leading universities worldwide?

To address this gap, the study aims to extract and
analyze the components of USR based on best global
practices and provide insights to higher education
policymakers in Iran. This can help integrate USR
components into research agendas, curriculum
planning, faculty evaluation systems, and university
rankings.

Methods

This research is exploratory in nature, qualitative
in data collection, and uses content analysis as its
method of data analysis. The study focused on
documents, reports, and academic articles from
selected universities worldwide. Sampling was
purposive and focused on exemplary cases. The
researcher used text mining and qualitative content
analysis techniques to gather and analyze data from
documents related to USR.
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Following the identification of eligible
universities across different continents and the
theoretical saturation of data, components of USR
were extracted from 17 documents (including 4
performance reports, 9 strategic plans, and 4
academic articles) related to five universities:

- Harvard (North America)

- Manchester (Europe)

- University of New South Wales (Pacific)

- Peking University and Kyoto University

(Asia)

Six databases-Springer, ScienceDirect, Scopus,
Google Scholar, Elsevier, and ResearchGate—were
used to search for articles. Official university
websites were also consulted for strategic documents
and reports. The data were analyzed using thematic
analysis based on the framework of Attride-Stirling
(2001) and processed with MAXQDA 2018
software.

Results

After reviewing and refining 640 extracted
codes, a total of 60 basic themes were identified,
which were then organized into 13 intermediate
(organizing) themes, followed by the classification
of 2 second-level overarching themes and finally 3
first-level global themes. Among the most
frequently occurring components of university
social responsibility (USR) observed in the selected
universities  were:  cooperation  with  local
communities and organizations and the provision of
social services (42), offering educational and
cultural programs and facilities for local residents
(31), promoting social justice for disadvantaged
groups in the local context (27), conducting
impactful  research  (25), fostering global
engagement (24), inclusive governance and learning
access (23), supporting local economic development
and employment (22), creating multicultural and
diverse environments (22), promoting equality,
human rights, and human dignity (20), and
collaboration in  addressing regional and
environmental challenges (17). The 60 basic themes
were categorized into 13 organizing themes,
including: motivation and background; fundamental
and public values; university commitment; the
strategic positioning of USR; university governance;
education and training; research; social services and
community engagement; social justice;
environmental sustainability; alignment with the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals; and
geographical levels of impact. These organizing
themes were further grouped under three first-level
global themes: (1) values that form the foundation of
university social responsibility; (2) USR processes,
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which were further divided into two second-level
themes—strategic management and
implementation; and (3) the effects and outcomes of
USR in relation to each university’s ecosystem and
its local, national, and international stakeholders.

Conclusion

This exploratory qualitative study developed a
comprehensive framework for USR, reflecting the
attention of leading global universities to three
overarching dimensions:

- Values that form the foundation of social
responsibility

- Processes of USR (strategic planning and
implementation)

- Impacts aligned with each university’s
ecosystem and extending across local, national,
and international levels for both internal and
external stakeholders
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Based on the findings, it is recommended that
Iranian higher education policymakers reduce
centralization, enhance institutional autonomy, and
create conditions conducive to implementing USR
components. These should be integrated into
universities' missions, visions, and strategic and
operational plans, tailored to the governance
structure of Iran's higher education and the
ecological context of each university.

Academics can use these findings to advance
discourse around social justice and the university's
social mission. This includes building trust between
universities, governments, and societies; training
socially responsible students; and directing research
toward addressing societal needs.

Keywords: Fourth Generation University, University
Social Responsibility (USR), Text Mini
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Table 2. An example of data coding steps and determination of triple themes
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Table 3. The table of regulation basic, organizing and global themes
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Figure 1. The components of social responsibility of the university (global themes of "values" and "Effects")
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