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Abstract:

The aim of the present study was to identify the factors influencing the interaction between the functions of higher education and local
communities from the perspective of higher education spatial planning in Kerman Province. The research method was applied and library-
based. Data collection tools included document analysis and interviews. For data analysis, meta-synthesis and thematic analysis methods
were used. The statistical population for the meta-synthesis section included valid national databases such as MAGIRAN, Irandoc,
CIVILICA, SID, and Normags, as well as international databases such as ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis, Springer, ProQuest, and DOAJ.
The search covered the period from 2000 to 2024, resulting in the identification of 322 initial articles. The statistical population of the study
consisted of experts and academic specialists with experience in the relationship between the university and society, industry, and the
environment. Using the theoretical saturation method, a sample size of 25 participants was determined. The results revealed that the findings
were presented in six categories. In this section, based on the initial model of the study, the axial codes were classified into eight main
categories. According to expert opinion, communication and participatory codes were merged. Ultimately, the codes identified were: 7
research-related codes, 8 social codes, 7 participatory codes, 11 human codes, 4 environmental codes, 4 ethical codes, 5 outcome codes, and
6 codes for the functions of higher education in the community.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, higher education systems around the world have undergone significant transformation, driven by
increasing demands for social accountability, regional development, and sustainability. Universities are no longer isolated
academic entities; they are active players in social, cultural, and economic development processes within their local
communities. The increasing emphasis on university—community engagement highlights the growing recognition that higher
education institutions (HEIs) must expand their mission beyond teaching and research to include proactive involvement in

solving societal problems and enhancing local capacities (Cantor, 2020; Muhammad Ali et al., 2020). This shift aligns with the
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global discourse on University Social Responsibility (USR), which calls for an institutional commitment to the public good
(Caputo et al., 2021; Vasilescu et al., 2010).

In Iran, however, the expansion of higher education has predominantly focused on quantitative growth, with little attention
to regional equity, spatial planning, or alignment with local needs. As such, a growing disconnect has emerged between the
functions of higher education and the expectations of local communities (Moradnezhadi, 2023; Shahsavari & Alamolhoda,
2025). Spatial planning of higher education—referred to as higher education territorial planning—has emerged as a response
to this disconnect. This approach promotes a balanced and strategic distribution of educational institutions and activities across
geographical regions, based on regional characteristics, socio-economic needs, and resource availability (Adriansen et al.,
2025; Radinger-Peer & Pflitsch, 2017).

Spatial planning in higher education is fundamentally about integrating academic functions into regional development
strategies and ensuring the equitable access of diverse communities to educational opportunities and services. It also
emphasizes environmental stewardship, sustainable infrastructure, and alignment with the labor market (Alizadeh Fallah et al.,
2023; Amadi & Bayo, 2020). This alignment is crucial for reducing graduate unemployment, enhancing skill relevance, and
fostering innovation and entrepreneurship at the local level (Kang et al., 2019; Pouya & Bagheri, 2023).

Despite policy efforts and national initiatives, universities in many Iranian provinces—such as Kerman—still face
significant challenges in establishing effective, systemic, and mutually beneficial interactions with their local communities.
These challenges include institutional centralization, misaligned curricula, lack of autonomy in regional decision-making, and
weak governance structures (Mahmoudi & Gol Mohammadi, 2022; Zamandi et al., 2022). In addition, cultural, economic, and
political barriers often hinder genuine collaboration and participation from both academic and community stakeholders (Mobad
& Nadi Zadeh Ardakani, 2022; Seyyed Naqgavi et al., 2019).

Previous studies have emphasized that successful university—community partnerships require trust, shared goals, ethical
frameworks, and reciprocal knowledge exchange (Ferreras-Garcia et al., 2021; Zulfigar et al., 2019). They also highlight the
importance of inclusive and participatory planning processes that prioritize the voices and concerns of marginalized and
underserved communities (fatehrad, 2015; Mahmoudi & Gol Mohammadi, 2022). Recognizing these imperatives, the current
study aims to identify and categorize the key factors that influence the functional interaction between higher education
institutions and local communities in Kerman Province from the perspective of spatial planning.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative methodology based on meta-synthesis and thematic analysis. Data collection was
conducted using documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews. The study first performed a meta-synthesis of relevant
literature using databases such as MAGIRAN, Irandoc, CIVILICA, SID, Normags, and international repositories like
ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis, Springer, ProQuest, and DOAJ, covering publications from 2000 to 2024. A total of 322
initial articles were identified and narrowed down to 77 after applying exclusion criteria.

The thematic analysis involved coding and categorizing the data into core themes and subthemes using MAXQDA software.
Additionally, interviews were conducted with 25 academic experts who had prior experience in university—industry—society
linkages. Theoretical saturation guided the sample size determination. The reliability and validity of the codes were verified

through peer review, respondent validation, and comparative analysis with previous studies. Finally, axial coding grouped the
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findings into eight main dimensions representing research, social, participatory, human, environmental, ethical, outcome-
related, and higher education functional themes.

Findings

The results of the meta-synthesis and thematic analysis identified a comprehensive set of factors influencing university—
community interaction. These factors were organized into eight main categories:

1. Research Dimension — including themes such as faculty participation, research justice, specialization, diversity of
research, and improvement of research quality and competitiveness.

2. Social Dimension — comprising talent attraction, human development, innovation, decentralization, policy
considerations, regulatory frameworks, and responsiveness to societal needs.

3. Participatory Dimension — encompassing university—industry links, collaborative planning, investment,
empowerment of university boards of trustees, and restructuring university functions.

4. Human Dimension — involving job market information, employability, skill development, social responsibility, and
equity in opportunity.

5. Environmental Dimension — focused on sustainable development, environmental education, use of green
technologies, and ecological awareness.

6. Ethical Dimension — highlighting professional ethics, value-based education, delegation of authority, and normative
commitments.

7. Outcome Dimension — related to distributive justice, productivity improvement, equitable resource allocation, and
mutual benefit realization.

8. Higher Education Functional Dimension — including promotion of knowledge, training of specialized human
capital, responsiveness to industry needs, applied learning, and alignment of curricula with labor market demands.

Altogether, 51 core codes were identified and validated through expert feedback and document triangulation. These codes
were distilled from both literature and qualitative interviews and reflect the multifaceted nature of university—community
relations in the regional development context.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study emphasize the necessity of adopting a holistic and territorially informed perspective in planning
the roles and responsibilities of higher education institutions. Rather than viewing universities solely as knowledge producers,
this research repositions them as dynamic regional actors with responsibilities that span the social, ethical, environmental, and
economic domains. The identified factors underscore that successful university—community partnerships cannot be confined to
top-down policies or sporadic collaborations. Instead, they require intentional, sustained, and structured engagement that is co-
created with local communities and rooted in regional realities.

The research dimension, for instance, highlights the value of inclusive, participatory, and socially relevant research agendas
that go beyond academic publishing and address real-world problems. Similarly, the human and social dimensions show that
aligning education with local labor market demands and fostering talent pipelines adapted to regional contexts can enhance
both employability and societal satisfaction. The participatory and ethical dimensions reinforce the importance of transparency,
mutual trust, and equitable participation in all forms of university engagement. This echoes the broader principles of university

social responsibility and aligns with contemporary global expectations for HEIs.

oo ®

ol 48,5 & jg0 (CC BY-NC 4.0) 2165 b illas 5151 oo yiwd &ygods dllio ) L) ol ot g5 4 3late dllio oyl L] ggis golod VE-¥ © 21 3> g 500



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\F'F Jutr}wo)ua€}le))i

The environmental and outcome dimensions offer a future-oriented outlook on the need for universities to lead sustainability
efforts and ensure that the benefits of academic work are equitably distributed. Universities that succeed in embedding ethical
values, environmental stewardship, and outcome-based accountability into their operational frameworks are more likely to
become trusted and valued partners in local development.

In the specific context of Kerman Province, these findings provide valuable insights for policymakers, university
administrators, and community leaders who aim to foster a more integrated and context-sensitive model of higher education.
They also serve as a foundational step toward institutionalizing spatial planning in the Iranian higher education system. By
rethinking governance, decentralizing authority, and redesigning curricula based on local capacities and needs, universities can

better fulfill their development missions.
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