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Abstract

Nowadays, performance management, when implemented comprehensively and
strategically, is widely recognized as a cornerstone of organizational success. A
well-designed performance management system systematically monitors macro-
level strategic plans across all organizational levels and leverages feedback to
facilitate continuous improvement and goal attainment. In the context of Iranian
higher education, the General Policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran emphasize
strengthening performance evaluation to enhance productivity, equity,
transparency, and accountability in universities and higher education institutions.
This study aims to identify the key factors influencing the design of a
comprehensive performance management system in universities, grounded in these
national policy guidelines. Employing a mixed-methods (qualitative—quantitative)
approach with an applied focus, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15
university administrators and faculty members, followed by a questionnaire
distributed to 200 managerial staff. Data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS
software. Qualitative analysis revealed 13 key categories: resource and
performance management, feedback mechanisms, capacity building, efficiency,
trust-building, motivation, strategic planning, information and knowledge
technologies, and individual, —motivational, organizational, leadership,
environmental, and implementation-related factors. Quantitative results confirmed
all hypothesized direct relationships among these constructs. The findings indicate
that managerial, organizational, and environmental factors play a pivotal role in
designing an effective performance management system in higher education.
Furthermore, adherence to the framework outlined in the General Policies of the
Islamic Republic of Iran provides a robust foundation for enhancing institutional
performance and achieving national educational objectives.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

In today’s knowledge-based economy, human resources are regarded as the most
valuable assets of organizations, and performance management serves as a strategic
mechanism for aligning individual and group efforts with broader organizational
objectives. This role becomes especially critical in universities, where the
production and dissemination of knowledge take place. As a continuous and
dynamic process, performance management focuses on identifying, measuring, and
developing performance, and unlike traditional, periodic evaluations, it can respond
effectively to environmental and organizational changes. However, many Iranian
universities still rely on traditional, one-dimensional evaluation systems that are
dependent on supervisors’ judgments. Such systems often suffer from bias, lack of
continuity, and insufficient feedback, leading to reduced motivation, increased
turnover intention, and diminished organizational productivity. Additionally, the
absence of integration across evaluation systems and weak coordination among
processes hinder the achievement of higher education’s strategic goals. A key
reason for these shortcomings is the failure to consider cultural and political
contexts in system design. Research shows that performance evaluation models
differ across countries depending on cultural values and contextual factors;
therefore, any effective performance management system must be aligned with
local conditions. In Iran, national policy documents and higher education
transformation plans emphasize productivity, fairness, transparency, and
accountability, recognizing performance evaluation as a central tool for strategic
alignment. Accordingly, universities must design evaluation systems that not only
improve teaching and research quality but also reflect societal needs and national
priorities. Modern approaches such as 360-degree evaluation, Management by
Objectives (MBO), and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) offer valuable tools,
although their effectiveness depends on individual, group, and organizational
factors. Supportive environments, appropriate leadership, and employee
participation significantly enhance system outcomes. Ultimately, designing a
comprehensive performance management system in universities requires
simultaneous attention to individual, group, organizational, and policy-level factors
to foster human resource development, improve educational and research quality,
and support the achievement of national goals.

Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative) approach with a
descriptive-analytical design to develop a comprehensive performance
management system for universities and higher education institutions. The
qualitative phase targeted 15 experts—university administrators and faculty with at
least 10 years of experience—selected through purposeful judgment sampling,
suitable for exploratory research. Data were collected via semi-structured, open-
ended interviews based on literature and national policy frameworks, such as
“Which factors influence the design of performance management systems in
universities?” Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and complemented with field
notes. The qualitative data were analyzed using Thematic Analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), a flexible method for identifying meaningful patterns. The process
involved six steps: familiarization with data, coding line by line, identifying
themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and reporting
results using tables and figures. Reliability and validity were ensured through



expert confirmation of final themes and inter-coder agreement. In the quantitative
phase, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) using PLS-SEM was applied with
SmartPLS software to test the model. Due to non-normal data distribution, PLS-
SEM was preferred for its robustness. The sample consisted of 259 management
staff from various universities (200 completed questionnaires). Quantitative
measures were derived from qualitative findings, and validity was assessed through
content, convergent (AVE), and discriminant validity (Fornell-Larcker). Reliability
was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR). Model fit
and predictive power were examined using R?, Q?, T-values, and GOF indices. The
study integrated qualitative and quantitative findings: the 13 main qualitative
themes (e.g., resource management, feedback, organizational factors) were
transformed into constructs for the quantitative model. Confirmatory factor analysis
supported significant relationships between constructs (p < 0.05), consistent with
qualitative insights. For example, the emphasis on feedback in qualitative
interviews was confirmed with a high factor loading (0.82) in the quantitative
analysis. Overall, the mixed-methods design allowed qualitative exploration of key
factors and quantitative validation in a broader population. The approach
demonstrates complementarity, where qualitative findings provide the theoretical
framework and quantitative analysis tests hypotheses, offering a robust
methodology for designing a university performance management system. Future
research may enhance cohesion using combined sampling methods (purposeful
followed by cluster sampling).

Results and Discussion

In the qualitative phase of the study, thematic analysis was used to analyze data
from semi-structured interviews. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying,
analyzing, and reporting patterns in qualitative data, transforming scattered textual
data into rich, detailed insights. The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
framework and was linked to the theoretical foundation of the study, based on
performance management theories (Tian & Aguinis, 2021) and national higher
education policies. For instance, the theme "Resource and Performance
Management" aligned with human resource management theories (Mirbagheri et
al., 2019), while "Transparency and Accountability" reflected policy emphasis on
fairness and productivity. The process began with transcription of interviews and
careful review of texts. Each independent idea was identified as a code, and similar
codes across interviews were assigned consistently. These initial codes were
grouped into sub-themes, which were then aggregated into main themes
representing key factors for practical applicability. The coding process involved
open coding (line-by-line analysis), followed by axial coding, in which sub-themes
were grouped into broader categories through constant comparison and
identification of semantic similarities. Finally, selective coding was performed,
linking core themes to sub-themes, validating relationships, and addressing gaps by
revisiting the interview texts. This iterative process combined inductive reasoning
(deriving concepts from data) with deductive reasoning (testing these concepts
against the data) to ensure that the final themes were coherent and theoretically
grounded. The main themes, supported by sub-themes, were further categorized
into broader dimensions, illustrating an abstraction process from raw data to sub-
themes, main themes, and higher-order dimensions. Conceptual labels were
regularly cross-checked against the literature to situate findings within the broader
field of performance management and higher education research, effectively using
the literature as a guide to refine and validate interpretations. Ultimately, this
rigorous thematic analysis produced a structured framework of sub-themes, main
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themes, and overarching dimensions, validated by five expert reviewers, which
provides a reliable basis for understanding the key factors influencing the design
and effectiveness of performance management systems in universities.

Conclusion

In higher education systems facing complex challenges such as technological
changes, global competition, increased demand for quality, accountability to
stakeholders, and resource efficiency, performance management serves not only as
an evaluation tool but also as a key organizational strategy for achieving long-term
goals. This study aimed to identify and analyze the critical factors influencing
performance management in universities and align them with national higher
education policies. Using qualitative content analysis across 13 key constructs, the
findings indicated that faculty performance evaluation is most effective when
multi-source feedback is collected from colleagues, students, managers, and self-
assessments. This approach reduces bias and provides a comprehensive and fair
picture of individual and organizational performance, consistent with previous
studies. Effective evaluation provides managers and faculty with actionable
insights, enabling improvements in educational and research programs.
Constructive and continuous feedback, combined with empowerment opportunities
such as training, professional coaching, and organizational support, transforms
assessment from a punitive measure into a developmental tool, supporting
continuous learning and improvement. Transparency in evaluation criteria and
alignment of individual goals with institutional strategies foster trust, acceptance,
motivation, and commitment among academic staff, in line with national higher
education policies emphasizing fairness, accountability, and productivity. In
dynamic, knowledge-based university environments, lifelong development of
professional competencies—including interpersonal, technical, and managerial
skills—enhances organizational efficiency, innovation, and talent retention. Multi-
stakeholder evaluation helps individuals recognize weaknesses and strengths,
enabling targeted improvement. Overall, the study highlights that performance
management in universities should be a dynamic, learning-oriented system
embedded in organizational culture rather than a periodic administrative process.
Such an approach effectively supports higher education objectives, including
quality enhancement, innovation, accountability, and productivity, providing a
model for designing efficient performance evaluation systems in other higher
education institutions.
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