
Background
In today’s business world, in which competition 

is rapidly increasing, the principles of excellence have 
also changed (1). Empowerment is a strategy for the 
development and prosperity of an organization (2) and 
the staff is the main factor for empowerment (3). Thus, 
organizations have gradually realized the importance 
of empowerment of their employees by providing 
opportunities to participate in the decision-making process 
and independence (4); because unqualified employees will 
not be able to meet organizational challenges, adapt to 
complexities, and keep up with changes in innovations (5). 
Empowerment is inevitable (6). Lack of effective employee 
empowerment programs is associated with negative 
results, such as huge differences between employees in the 
organization, uncoordinated personnel systems, the stress 
in the workplace, reduced employee creativity, reduced 
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Abstract
Background: Faculty members are one of the most valuable vital factors of the universities. 
Therefore, paying attention to their empowerment is an inevitable necessity. 
Objectives: The purpose of this study was to develop a model for empowerment of the 
faculty members of the Islamic Azad University.  
Methods:  This qualitative study was conducted using the grounded theory approach. 
Using the purposive sampling method, 13 faculty members of Islamic Azad University were 
selected and subjected to semi-structured interviews. Strauss and Corbin method was used 
to analyze the interviews in three stages of open, axial, and selective coding.
Results: Based on the obtained data, 11 main categories, and 29 subcategories were 
extracted as dimensions and components of the empowerment of the faculty members. The 
dimensions of the conceptual model of research were formed considering causal conditions, 
axial phenomena, contextual factors, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences. 
Conclusion: Considering the position of faculty members in the development and 
effectiveness of the universities, it seems that the results of the present study can be 
useful in promoting the capabilities and competencies of faculty members.
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organizational commitment of employees, and reduced 
job satisfaction and performance (7).

Although many organizations have paid considerable 
attention to their human resources considering 
empowerment (8), there is no consensus on how to define, 
conceptualize, or measure it (9). The term “empowerment” 
often has positive implications (10). The World Bank 
defines empowerment as the process of increasing the 
capacity of an individual or group to make targeted 
choices and turn those options into desired actions and 
outcomes (11). Empowerment in education means that all 
faculty members are given the opportunity to participate 
in the decisions that affect them (12). Empowerment of 
professors also refers to a set of activities that an educational 
institution performs in order to prepare its faculty members 
to play their professional roles (13). Although the diversity 
in literature regarding empowerment has strengthened 
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its content, it has also led to a lack of integration and a 
comprehensive model of empowerment (14). In summary, 
the literature on empowerment is divided into two 
theoretical perspectives of “socio-structural empowerment 
and psychological empowerment” (15). The difference 
between the two perspectives is that the former is to 
understand the conditions of employee empowerment in 
the workplace, while the latter is a psychological reaction 
to such conditions (16). 

Implementing empowerment programs can help 
improve organizational agility (17). 

It should be noted that the success of any 
empowerment program highly depends on the conditions 
and requirements and its proper implementation (18). 
This is especially important for service organizations 
where employee performance is a determinant of the 
more growth of the organization (19). Higher education 
institutions are of great importance for each country 
because of their role in socio-economic development and 
being human resources (20). Thus, due to the rapid changes 
in the higher education environment and the pressures of 
global competition, many universities have focused their 
attention on humans as a factor to achieve excellence and 
success (21). Faculty members, as the most valuable part of 
a university (22), are an integral part of each educational 
system and the quality of their work largely depends on 
their dynamism in this system. Thus, the capability of 
faculty members directly affects academic performance in 
higher education (23).

Despite much research on staff empowerment, faculty 
empowerment has not been extensively studied. For 
example, the results of a study by Abdollahi and Heydari 
to investigate factors related to faculty empowerment 
showed that two factors of participatory management 
and enrichment are related to empowerment (24). 
Gholifar et al. also concluded that organizational culture, 
professional skills, and organizational-managerial 
fields have a positive and significant effect on faculty 
empowerment (25).

Also, Rahimi et al. also concluded that several 
strategies affect the capability of faculty members in the 
workplace, including access to opportunities, information, 
support, and resources. Effective motivation along with 
a sense of worth and effectiveness can facilitate the path 
of empowerment, in which the existence of efficient 
management based on democratic principles and 
participation can be very helpful (26). Sadri et al. reported 
“promoting motivational factors, information and being 
up-to-date, and the participation of faculty members in 
educational decisions” as three main factors for faculty 
members’ empowerment (27).

In another study, Rahmani and Ezzati concluded 
that the reward system, participatory management, role 
modeling, professional growth, and trust-building are the 
factors affecting the empowerment of faculty members 
according to management specialists; however, from the 
Islamic point of view, in addition to the mentioned factors, 
the realization of human dignity and business ethics of 

managers are also considered among the factors affecting 
the empowerment of faculty members (28). The results of 
Meng and Sun research showed that there is a high positive 
correlation between psychological empowerment and job 
attachment among faculty members (29).

Objectives
Summarizing the studies conducted on empowerment 

shows that although the effective factors for empowerment 
have been considered by researchers in significant studies, 
there is no paradigm model, including causal, contextual, 
and interfering factors, strategies, and consequences to 
empower faculty members in Islamic Azad University. 
Therefore, considering the existing gap, the present 
qualitative study was conducted to develop a model for 
empowerment of faculty members of the Islamic Azad 
University.

Methods 
This qualitative study was conducted with a grounded 

theory approach. The statistical population consisted of 
faculty members of the Islamic Azad University with high 
information regarding the research objectives and criteria, 
such as expertise in management who had conducted relevant 
studies and written books and articles and were selected 
using a criterion-based purposeful sampling method. Semi-
structured interviews were used to collect data. 

The interview was conducted by asking five questions 
about causal, contextual, and interfering factors as 
well as strategies and consequences related to faculty 
empowerment. The interview lasted between 44 and 
70 min, and the recordings were transcribed verbatim. 
The number of participants also increased according to 
theoretical saturation until no new views were expressed 
by them (after 13 interviews, theoretical saturation was 
obtained).

Strauss and Corbin (30) methods were used to 
analyze the interviews in three stages of open, axial, 
and selective coding. Thus, the recorded interviews 
were reviewed line by line, and conceptualized 
and categorized, and then based on the similarity, 
conceptual relationship, and common features between 
open coding, concepts, and categories (a category of 
concepts) were identified.

In axial coding, the initial codes and commands 
created in open coding were compared and the codes 
with similar concepts were combined and the related 
categories formed a common axis., This stage consisted 
of six categories: “axial category, causal conditions, 
interfering conditions, governing context conditions, 
strategies, and consequences”. In selective coding, the 
axial category was selected and its relationship with 
other categories was examined. Then, the final model of 
the research was drawn and the axial concept was shown 
to be related to other concepts. To ensure the validity of 
the research, two methods of review by members and 
peer review were used.

The present study was approved (Ethics code: IR.IAU.
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KHUISF.REC.1399.067) by the Research Ethics Committee 
of Islamic Azad University, Isfahan Branch (Khorasgan). 

Results 
In the present study, 13 management faculty members 

13 faculty members in the field of management (8 men and 
5 women) who were familiar with faculty empowerment 
issues were subjected to semi-structured interviews and 
most of them had more than 11 years of work experience. 
During open coding, by analyzing the data, 134 concepts 
were identified and classified into 29 sub-categories. Then, 
11 main categories were extracted from the sub-categories. 
The categories obtained from the previous step were linked 
during axial coding as causal, contextual, interventionist, 
strategies, and consequences categories. The findings of 
the open and axial coding steps are presented in Table 1.

Based on the obtained relationships, the concepts 
obtained from open and axial coding were linked to each 
other in the selective coding stage and reflected as a model, 
which is shown in Figure 1.

Causal factors related to faculty empowerment can be 
divided into the following three main categories.

Personal factors: According to the experts’ views, the 
empowerment of faculty members is more related to the 
individual’s situation. They considered personal factors 
necessary in the realization of empowerment because they 
lead to a move towards empowerment. “Decreasing job 
motivation can have a negative effect on the performance of 
the individual and the organization,” said one interviewee. 
This leads us to empowerment. “In fact, faculty members 
are empowered to seek new skills that will restore their 
previous passion.”

Management factors: A faculty member believed: 
“Unfortunately, most university leaders do not involve 
colleagues in activities. “Many do not allow their 
colleagues to take responsibility and think that they are 
not responsible.” Another participant stated: “Managers 
should have a positive view of faculty empowerment and 
give them a chance to prove themselves. “This view results 
in empowerment of the university.” The analysis of the 
interviews shows the fact that the attitudes and behaviors 
of managers are important towards empowering their 
subordinates. Faculty empowerment programs cannot be 
implemented without the support of managers.

Job-related factors: Many participants in the present 
study believed that job complexity and job requirements 
are effective in empowerment. According to one expert: 
“Job challenges have increased significantly compared with 
the past. The more challenging the job, the more capable 
people must be. In the past, activities, such as teaching 
due to different reasons, such as the lack of technological 
factors, have not been as challenging as they are now. 
“Therefore, faculty members are expected to be able to use 
these technologies.”

 “Many universities in the current competitive 
environment need empowerment to achieve organizational 
goals. For example, the competition between the Islamic 
Azad University and public universities is one of these 
issues. “Educating capable employees is especially 
important in knowledge-based jobs.” 

Also, the analysis of participants’ opinions showed that 
changing the organizational environment and changing 
professional tendencies are the most important factors 
effective in moving towards empowerment.

Table 1. Findings of the open and axial coding process related to the empowerment components of university faculty members

Axial 
coding 

Open coding 
Main category Sub-

categories 
Concepts 

Causal  
factors 

Personal 
factors 

Feeling of 
inefficiency 

The feeling of job incompetence, lack of mastery over the work, lack of control over the 
work 

Feeling of 
lack of 
progress 

Decreased job enthusiasm, feeling confused about your career, career plateau, lack of job 
control, unclear career path 

Job boredom Job routine, feeling useless, not meeting job expectations 
Tendency to 
improve job 
quality 

The tendency to be different in the job, job satisfaction, tendency to job confidence, clear 
path and goal, tendency to competitiveness, occupational entanglement, job 
perfectionism 

Management 
factors 

Management 
attitudes 

Irresponsibility, feeling inexperienced, job overload 

Management 
behaviors 

Avoiding the transfer responsibilities, no participation of colleagues, the resistance of 
managers for outsourcing model, reluctance to enter colleagues his area of responsibility, 
lack of job security, managerial control 

Work- and 
profession- 
related Factors 

Job 
Complexity 

Variety of job skills, continuous job changes, challenging jobs 

Job 
requirements 

Linking jobs and technology, the competitive environment of jobs, the knowledge-
oriented nature of today's jobs 

Contex
tual 
factors 

Organizational 
environment 
Change 

Organization
al Learning 

Learning as a valuable phenomenon, management commitment to empowerment and 
learning, management system vision, desire to change people's behavior 

Knowledge 
environment 

Existence of open space and experimentation, desire to create and produce organizational 
knowledge, the existence of knowledge capacities 

Changing 
professional 
tendencies 

Dynamism The tendency to be productive, desire for competence, personal growth, desire for 
professional independence, desire for self-regulation, responsibility, and accountability 

Intention to 
Remain 

Capability, intention to remain, control over the future, commitment to change and 
continuous growth, adaptation to extra-organizational change 

Table 1: Findings of the open and axial coding process related to the empowerment components of university faculty members (continued)
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Organizational environment change: The 
environmental factors governing organizations are 
changing rapidly. Therefore, organizations must make 
changes in order to survive. Organizational learning and 
the knowledge environment play an important role in 
moving towards empowerment because they increase the 
capabilities of the organization against these changes. “For 
successful empowerment, learning must be considered a 
valuable phenomenon and the head of the university must 
be committed to empowerment and learning,” said one 
expert. “We also need to provide a context for professors 
to be willing to produce and create knowledge.”

Changing professional tendencies: Today, the 
professional tendencies of faculty members have changed 
in order to achieve success, career advancement, and 
not losing their job position. Dynamics and a desire for 
perseverance help people achieve a wide range of skills and 
abilities. “Due to the desire for competence, there is a need 
for more empowerment,” said one faculty member. People 

usually prefer jobs that increase their competencies. “On 
the other hand, a strong desire to stay in the organization 
makes people work harder to succeed and develop their 
abilities.” The analysis of the interviews showed that the 
two categories of “environmental change and the legal 
context of development” play an effective role in requiring 
the empowerment of faculty members as intervening 
factors.

Environmental change: A faculty member said: “With 
increasing competitiveness, universities can no longer have 
a weak elective system for hiring people. For example, if a 
post is to be given to people, it is important, to be honest. 
“Therefore, by choosing the right professors, fewer costs 
are imposed on the university.”

“Implementing empowerment programs requires 
considering changes in customer preferences. This leads 
to providing appropriate services according to their needs. 
“Students today have different needs than in the past.” 
“Despite new technologies, the skills needed for jobs 

Table 1. Findings of the open and axial coding process related to the empowerment components of university faculty members (continued)

Axial 
coding 

Open coding 

Main category Sub-categories Concepts 
Causal  
factors

Environmental 
changes 
Legal-developmental 
contexts

Environmental 
competitiveness 

Increasing competition structures, pressure groups, lack of resources, 
selection of the right professors 

Market and customer 
changes 

Changes in customer preferences, customer diversity, increasing the 
range of customer expectations 

Technology-driven 
environment 

Increasing working speed, the accuracy of technological 
environments, technology-related skill changes  

Supporting internal 
laws

The emphasis of the national Services on improving Skills, special 
incentives,  providing approaches to attract participation, the 
formation of specialized empowerment committees, the need for 
people to have per capita education 

Management factors 
Individual 

Modification of the 
general structure 

Minimization of government and organizations, General agility, 
change in the concept of job security  

Motivating Promoting the motivation to dominate, promoting the motivation to 
influence, promoting the motivation of competence, managing 
personal knowledge, creating the belief in the change in work, 
promoting the motivation of self-determination 

Work- and 
profession- related 
Factors 
Managerial-
organizational

Psychological 
Empowerment 

Feeling of self-sufficiency, promoting a sense of self-independence, 
promoting a sense of effectiveness, promoting a sense of meaning 

Development and 
improvement 
approach

Assignment of management roles to another person, assignment of 
controlling roles, assignment of coaching skills, providing of 
practical training, preparation of experimental situations, 
comprehensive training, supportive regulation, performance-
oriented payment, focus on self-management strategy 

Contextual 
factors

Organizational 
environment Change

Inclusive 
participation

Consultation on tactical decisions, participation in goal setting, 
participation in vision development, participation in organizational 
success, participation in strategic decisions, emphasis on the 
formation of labor councils,  promoting the system of organizational 
suggestions, forming quality improvement groups, developing 
competencies through experience sharing 

Tendency to group Forming self-governing teams, forming problem-oriented teams, 
forming job negotiation teams, creating a knowledge system base, 
forming knowledge teams in the organization, forming discussion 
groups 

Environmental 
changes

Environmental 
competitiveness 

Increasing competition structures, pressure groups, lack of resources, 
selection of the right professors 

Market and customer 
changes 

Changes in customer preferences, customer diversity, increasing the 
range of customer expectations 
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have changed,” said another participant. “For example, 
searching for resources today is a skill that stems from a 
technology-driven environment.” From the participants’ 
point of view, environmental changes have severely 
affected educational organizations, especially universities. 
Therefore, the empowerment processes of the faculty 
members in the university should be highly considered to 
make them prepare for competition. 

Legal-developmental contexts: In this category, the 
findings indicated that supportive internal laws and general 
structure reform can accelerate the implementation of 
empowerment strategies of the faculty members so that 
they should increase their job skills and abilities, and 
also organizations are required to formulate and design 
appropriate rules and mechanisms to empower faculty 
members. 

Figure 1. The Paradigm model of empowerment of the faculty members

Contextual factors 

Organizational environment 
Change 

-Organizational Learning-
Knowledge environment 

Changing professional 
tendencies 
- - Dynamism 
-Intention to Remain

Consequenc
es  

Attitudinal 
consequences 

 - job satisfaction 
-Job dependence - 
- Organizational 

Commitment 

-Organizational
support 

Behavioral 
consequences 
-Career development - 
-Promoting self-
efficacy 

-Organizational
improvement 

Causal  factors

Personal factors 
-Feeling of inefficiency

-Feeling of lack of 
progress 
-Job boredom

-Tendency to improve
job quality 

Management 
factors 

-Management Attitudes

-Management behaviors

Work- and profession- 
related Factors  
-Job complexity 
- Job requirements 

Axial 
phenomenon 

Empowerment 
of faculty 
members 

Interfering factors 

Environmental changes 
- Environmental 
competitiveness 
- Market and customer 
changes 
- Technology-driven 
environment 

Legal-developmental 
contexts 

- Supporting internal laws

- Modification of the 
general structure 

Strategies  

Individual strategies 
-Motivating

- Psychological
Empowerment 

Management-
Organizational 
Strategies 
Development and 
improvement 
approach  
-Inclusive participation 
-Tendency to group
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“Facilities per capita and considering budget to support 
faculty empowerment programs are factors influencing 
the implementation of empowerment programs,” said one 
faculty member. According to one of the key experts: “One 
of the most important management issues in universities 
today is agility that occurs in both the individual and 
an organization. Agility in both areas requires the 
empowerment of the individual and the organization. 
“Universities must be agile against changes and be able to 
change on time and use opportunities.” 

In the present study, the proposed strategies were 
proposed in two main categories that, along with 
underlying and intervening factors, can help empower 
faculty members.

Individual category: According to the participants, 
motivation is the productive and guiding factor of behavior. 
Motivating faculty members towards empowerment is 
one of the most important and basic strategies to achieve 
organizational goals. The purpose of implementing the 
motivational strategy is to create the necessary conditions 
for empowerment, promotion of motivation, an increase 
of self-sufficiency, and elimination of conditions that cause 
feelings of powerlessness and inability. For example, one 
interviewee stated: “People enjoy working when they do 
something on their own. “Faculty members need to feel that 
they can be decisive.” Another participant also believed: “If 
faculty members feel important in their organization, they 
will do their best. “Increasing the sense of effectiveness 
creates empowerment in these individuals.”

Management-Organizational category: One of 
the categories that most participants suggested to 
empower faculty members was the managerial-
organizational strategy. Participants believed that 
university administrators should always be able to create 
new opportunities for faculty members because faculty 
members need to grow and progress. In this regard, one 
of the experts acknowledged that “Changes in education 
is important in the empowerment of faculty members so 
that the training is changed from the theoretical state to 
practice in the university. “Also, multi-skill training should 
be considered.” “The university is required to establish 
supportive regulations in order to enhance the faculty 
members’ abilities. “For example, providing incentives, 
such as study opportunities ...”. Another participant said 
that “Managers should consider extensive participation and 
group tendency in the organization to achieve employee 
empowerment. “Therefore, participation and teamwork 
reflect the active role of employees in the empowerment 
process.”

Examining the interviewees’ perspectives shows that 
empowerment of faculty members has consequences 
that can be categorized into two categories: attitude and 
behavior.

Attitude: When people accept empowerment as an 
unavoidable necessity, they do their best to achieve the 
goals of the organization. Empowered employees have 
a positive attitude and evaluation of aspects of their 
work environment. “Being empowered brings a sense 

of respect,” said one participant. “ Empowered faculty 
members feel satisfied because they are doing the right 
activity and progressing in their work.” In this regard, 
another participant stated: “Faculty members who 
consider the organization as their supporter, establish 
a kind of emotional connection with their organization. 
“They do not separate themselves from the organization 
and improve their performance to compensate for the 
support of the organization.” Another interviewee stated: 
“When the university cares about the empowerment of 
faculty members, they feel more attached to their job “and 
like to stay in this position and they are also less likely to 
leave their jobs and feel empowered by their jobs.”

Behavioral: By implementing empowerment 
programs, employees can achieve behavioral outcomes, 
such as job development, self-efficacy, and organizational 
improvement. One of the key experts in this regard 
stated: “The continuous growth of faculty members in 
the empowerment process will lead to the transfer of new 
authorities and responsibilities, which did not belong 
to them before, and they become a reference and act 
more professionally.” “When faculty members become 
empowered, they gain more confidence in themselves and 
their abilities,” said one interviewee. They have a sense 
of worthiness because they have higher skills than their 
colleagues.” 

“Having empowered faculty members at the university 
increases the organization’s competitiveness. They react 
quickly and agilely while facing dynamic and complex 
environments and surpass others, and finally, the position 
of the organization is stabilized and the sustainability of 
the organization is guaranteed.”

Discussion 
The aim of this study was to develop a model for the 

empowerment of faculty members in Azad University. 
Based on the analysis of the interviews, the causal factors 
affecting the empowerment of faculty members were 
individual factors (feeling of inefficiency, feeling of lack 
of progress, job boredom, and desire to improve job 
quality), management factors (management attitudes and 
management behaviors), and work-related factors (job 
complexity and job requirements). The results showed 
that these factors are essential for the empowerment of 
faculty members and empowerment provides the ground 
for eliminating negative emotions and improving the job 
quality of faculty members by creating a positive attitude 
and increasing knowledge and skills. These results are 
consistent with the findings of studies by Abi Hassanpour 
et al., who showed that there is a positive and significant 
relationship between psychological empowerment and 
self-efficacy (31). Also, the results of studies by Ghalei et al. 
(12) and Nursalam et al. (32) indicating the essential role 
of quality of working life programs in increasing human 
resource empowerment, were consistent with the present 
study.

Empowerment contexts for faculty members also 
included changing the organizational environment 
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(organizational learning and knowledge environment) 
and changing professional tendencies (dynamism and 
tendency to stay in the job). The environmental factors 
that govern universities are changing rapidly. Therefore, 
managers should provide a learning environment for 
faculty members and try to strengthen the knowledge-
based environment. These findings were consistent with 
the results of research by Moradnia et al. (33) and Sina 
and Khaleghi Rostami (34), indicating the importance 
of organizational learning in empowerment (34, 33). 
Knowledge management was also one of the categories 
mentioned by Hassani and Sheikh Ismaili (35), Abualoush 
et al. (36), and Amir Ghodsi and Bonyadi Naeini (37).

From the perspective of the participants of the 
present study, two categories of environmental change 
(environmental competitiveness, market and customer 
change, and technology-oriented environment) and legal-
developmental contexts (supportive internal laws and 
general structure reform) are among the interfering factors 
that have not been directly addressed in studies.

These factors include individual strategy (motivation 
and psychological empowerment) and management-
organizational strategy (development and improvement 
approach, inclusive participation, the tendency to 
group). In this regard, Khorasani and Zamani Manesh 
concluded that job motivation has a positive effect on 
empowerment (38). Also, the results of this section are in 
line with the findings of Gholifar and Gholami research 
who showed a positive and significant correlation between 
management -organizational factors and empowerment 
(39) and also the results of Dahou and Hacini study, in 
which decision-making ability had a positive effect on 
employee empowerment (40). Similarly, Karamzadeh 
also concluded that effective education has a strong 
and significant relationship with empowerment (41). 
Employee empowerment leads to significant attitude (job 
satisfaction, job dependence, organizational commitment, 
and organizational support) and behavioral (job 
development, self-efficacy promotion, and organizational 
improvement) consequences. Our results considering Job 
satisfaction were consistent with the findings of Aldaihani 
(42), Idris et al. (43), and McNaughtan et al. (44) and those 
on job dependence were also in line with the results of a 
study by Sarboland (45).

Conclusion
Given the importance and the position of faculty 

members in the development and effectiveness of 
universities on the one hand, and the existence of rapid 
change, on the other hand, it is necessary that Universities 
should take effective steps to enhance the competencies 
and abilities of faculty members, which considering the 
studied factors in the present study can be helpful in this 
regard.
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