System Engineering and Productivity/ 2025/ Vol.5/ No.3/ 23-44

System Engineering and Productivity

DOI: 10.22034/sep.2025.2053769.1269

Identifying and Prioritizing Enablers and Effective Capabilities in the Agility of
the Fourth Generation of Universities

Amirhossein Okhravi %, Zahra Rafizadeh 2

! Associate Professor, Department of Management, Faculty of Humanities, University of Gonabad, Gonabad,

Iran

2 M.Sc. Student, Department of Management, Faculty of Administrative and Economic Sciences, Ferdowsi

University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran

HIGHLIGHTS

GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

e Prioritization of financial resources

045 @
and culture in agility
e Use of fuzzy AHP for weighting factors
e Mixed-method  approach: Meta-
synthesis and multi-criteria decision- 03 @
ot ®:
making o
2
®: ©- ®-
0.25
4.4 55 6.6
ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Article Type: Research paper
Received: 18 February 2025
Revised: 13 March 2025
Accepted: 25 March 2025
Available online: 25 March 2025
*Correspondence:
okhravi@gonabad.ac.ir

How to cite this article:

Okhravi, A. & Rafizadeh, Z., (2025).
Identifying and prioritizing enablers and
effective capabilities in the agility of the
fourth generation of universities.
System Engineering and Productivity,
5(3), 23-44.

Keywords:

Agile university

Balanced Gap Matrix—Capability
Capabilities

Enablers

Fourth generation of the university
Improvement scenario

This research aims to identify and prioritize the factors affecting the fourth
generation agility of universities, and has been conducted as a case study at
Gonabad University. University agility refers to a flexible structure for efficient and
effective response to environmental requirements and adaptation to multiple
changes. These changes lead to the fourth generation university in terms of content
and to agile universities in terms of structure. Achieving agility requires enablers
and capabilities that can guide the university on the path of transformation towards
the fourth generation. This research has been conducted using a combined meta-
synthesis method (systematic literature review) and fuzzy multi-criteria decision-
making techniques. The data collection tool was a review of existing documents in
the research field, and in this regard, 59 articles were identified, of which 24 articles
were selected as the basis for analysis after filtering and quality control. In order to
coordinate these factors with the university under study, the opinions of Gonabad
University experts were collected in the form of a seven-member decision team of
senior and middle managers. In this study, 10 main factors were identified,
including information technology, financial resources, culture, continuous
monitoring of agility, resource management, learning organization, etc. After
evaluating the current situation and determining the importance of each factor,
their weight was calculated using the fuzzy AHP method. Questionnaires for
assessing the current situation and the executive capability of each factor were also
completed by the decision team. Finally, the data were analyzed in a two-
dimensional balanced capability-gap matrix and the factors were prioritized. The
results showed that the factors of organizational financial resources, culture,
continuous monitoring of agility, resource management, and learning organization
are in higher priority. These findings indicate that in order to realize fourth-
generation universities, in addition to developing technology, emphasis should be
placed on improving resource management, creating a culture of change, and
performance evaluation systems. This study provides a coherent framework that
can help university administrators and policymakers optimize their management
and educational models and guide universities on the path of transformation
towards the fourth generation.
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1. Introduction

The traditional role of universities is evolving,
shifting from a focus on teaching and research to a
new "fourth-generation" model that emphasizes
value creation, social responsibility, and
entrepreneurial engagement (Hayes et al., 2019).
This transition is crucial for universities to remain
relevant and responsive to the complex and
dynamic needs of modern society (Garretsen et al.,
2021). The core challenge of this transition lies in
developing organizational agility, which enables
institutions to adapt quickly and effectively to
environmental changes, foster innovation, and
enhance their interactions with industry and the
community.

While previous studies have described the
characteristics of fourth-generation universities
(Azar, 2021), few have focused on the practical
implementation challenges or the specific enablers
and capabilities required for organizational agility
(Morawiec & Softtysik-Piorunkiewicz, 2022). This
research addresses this gap by identifying and
prioritizing the factors that enable agility in a case
study of Gonabad University, which is currently a
third-generation institution. The study's main
contribution is the provision of a structured and
practical framework that university administrators
can use to optimize their management and
educational models. This framework will help guide
the transformation toward an agile, fourth-
generation institution capable of continuous
innovation and social responsiveness. The present
work seeks to answer several key questions: What
are the key components of organizational agility,
what factors enable it, and what are the main
challenges in its implementation?

2. Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to
identify and prioritize the factors influencing
university agility. The first phase involved a
qualitative meta-synthesis of existing literature. We
systematically reviewed 59 articles, filtering them
down to 24 high-quality sources that formed the
basis for identifying key agility factors. The findings
from this literature review were then refined and
contextualized through expert opinions. A seven-
member decision-making team of senior and
middle managers at Gonabad University provided
specialized insights, ensuring the identified factors
were relevant to the institution's specific needs.

In the second phase, a quantitative approach using
Fuzzy AHP (Analytic Hierarchy Process) was utilized
to weigh and prioritize the identified factors. Expert
guestionnaires were used to assess both the

importance and the current status of each factor.
The data collected were then analyzed using a
weighted capability-gap matrix, which helped to
determine the priority areas for improvement by
measuring the discrepancy between the current
and desired states of each enabler and capability.
This methodology provides a robust and objective
way to identify critical areas that need immediate
attention and resources to facilitate the university's
transition to a fourth-generation institution.

3. Results and Discussion

Based on the analysis, this research identified 10
key factors that enable agility in fourth-generation
universities. The weighted capability-gap matrix
revealed a clear prioritization of these factors. The
most critical enablers and capabilities were found
to be organizational financial resources, culture,
continuous agility monitoring, resource
management, and learning organization.

The results highlight that the most significant gaps
are not solely technological. While technology
(information technology) is an important enabler,
the findings underscore the critical importance of a
supportive organizational culture and robust
resource management systems. For instance, the
culture factor, which involves accepting change as
an opportunity and encouraging teamwork and
innovation, was ranked highly. Similarly, financial
resources, particularly the ability to secure grants
and engage in entrepreneurial activities, were
identified as a top priority. These findings suggest
that for universities to become truly agile, they
must invest in improving their financial autonomy
and internal processes, alongside fostering a
flexible and adaptable culture.

The analysis also showed the importance of
continuous agility monitoring and a learning
organization (Yusuf et al., 1999; Bagheri Kerachi &
Abbaspour, 2014). This indicates that the transition
to a fourth-generation university is not a one-time
event but an ongoing process that requires
constant evaluation and renewal of processes and
mindsets. The findings align with and extend
previous research by emphasizing the intertwined
nature of human, financial, and cultural elements in
achieving organizational agility (Ghane Ebadi et al.,
2019; Azar, 2021). Our results provide a practical
roadmap for administrators to focus their efforts on
these high-priority areas.

4, Conclusions

This study successfully identified and prioritized the
key enablers and capabilities that influence the
agility of fourth-generation universities, using
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Gonabad University as a case study. The research
found that a university's successful transition hinges
on more than just technological advancements. The
most impactful factors are organizational financial
resources, culture, continuous agility monitoring,
resource management, and the establishment of a
learning organization.

By providing a clear and prioritized list of factors,
this research answers the questions posed in the
introduction and offers a practical framework for
university leaders. It shows that addressing the gap
between the current state and the desired level of
agility requires a holistic approach that includes
securing new funding sources, -cultivating a
supportive and change-oriented culture, and
implementing effective performance evaluation
systems. The findings also emphasize the need for a
proactive approach to change, rather than a
reactive one. This work can serve as a guide for
other universities seeking to transition to the
fourth-generation model, helping them to optimize
their management and educational models and
better prepare for the challenges and opportunities
of the future. The study’s limitations and
suggestions for future research could include
exploring these factors in different university types
and contexts.
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