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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Contemporary universities operate in an increasingly complex environment characterized by
intensified publication pressures, performance-based evaluation systems, global
competition, resource constraints, and growing emphasis on measurable academic outputs.
Although these mechanisms can contribute to institutional accountability, an excessive focus
on quantitative performance may gradually weaken the deeper purposes of academic work,
including ethical responsibility, social contribution, intrinsic motivation, and the pursuit of
meaningful knowledge. This context has increased scholarly interest in intangible forms of
capital that shape organizational identity and sustain collective action beyond material and
measurable resources. Spiritual capital represents one such form of intangible capital. It
encompasses Vvalues, beliefs, ethical principles, meaning, purpose, and intrinsic orientations
that guide individuals and organizations toward responsible and value-based action. In
higher education, spiritual capital is particularly relevant because universities are not merely
knowledge-production institutions; they are also social and cultural institutions responsible
for developing ethical professionals and contributing to societal well-being. Despite the
growing literature on spirituality, spiritual leadership, and spiritual capital, much of the
existing research has examined its statistical associations with outcomes such as
performance, well-being, commitment, or innovation. Less attention has been devoted to
understanding how faculty members actually experience and interpret spiritual capital in
their everyday academic lives. This gap is particularly important in technical and
engineering universities operating under strong quantitative performance pressures.
Accordingly, this study sought to develop a phenomenological understanding of spiritual
capital from the lived experiences of faculty members at Iran University of Science and
Technology, focusing on its meaning, constitutive dimensions, organizational consequences,
barriers, enabling conditions, and practical mechanisms for development.

Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative research design based on an interpretive phenomenological
approach. This methodological choice was appropriate because the research sought not
merely to describe spiritual capital but to interpret how faculty members experience,
understand, and assign meaning to it within their professional and organizational contexts.
The research population comprised faculty members of Iran University of Science and
Technology. Participants were selected through purposive sampling supplemented by a
snowball strategy in order to reach faculty members with substantial professional experience
and informed perspectives on the ethical, organizational, and meaning-related dimensions of
academic work. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The
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interview process continued until theoretical saturation was reached at the fifteenth
interview; however, to enhance experiential diversity and analytical richness, a total of 22
faculty members participated in the study. Variation in academic discipline, faculty,
academic rank, and years of service was considered during participant selection.

The interview data were analyzed through thematic analysis within the interpretive
phenomenological framework. The analytical process involved systematic identification,
comparison, abstraction, and organization of meaning units emerging from participants’
narratives. More than 600 meaningful initial codes were extracted from the interview data
and subsequently organized into 60 initial themes, 12 organizing themes, and six
overarching themes. The six overarching themes were: (1) the nature and conceptual
foundations of spiritual capital, (2) formative and reinforcing factors, (3) organizational
consequences and effects, (4) developmental and implementation strategies, (5) barriers and
challenges, and (6) capabilities and enabling conditions. The hierarchical movement from
initial codes to organizing and overarching themes provided an integrated representation of
spiritual capital as a multidimensional phenomenon embedded simultaneously in individual
experiences, social relationships, and organizational processes.

Findings

The findings indicate that spiritual capital is experienced by faculty members as a dynamic,
invisible, and value-laden organizational resource rather than as a static individual attribute.
At its conceptual core, it is grounded in ethical values, academic integrity, justice, social
responsibility, service to society, purpose, and the meaningfulness of academic work.
Faculty members described spiritual capital as an inner source of motivation that enables
them to transcend purely material or extrinsic incentives and orient their teaching, research,
and professional responsibilities toward broader social and human purposes. In this sense,
spiritual capital transforms academic work from an instrumental activity into a meaningful
form of contribution.

The findings further demonstrate that spiritual capital operates across multiple
interconnected levels. At the individual level, it is reflected in intrinsic motivation,
purposefulness, meaningful work, ethical commitment, personal development, resilience,
and a sense of responsibility. At the group and intergroup levels, it is manifested through
trust, mutual respect, collaboration, solidarity, knowledge sharing, and reduced interpersonal
conflict. At the organizational level, it is supported by value-based and ethical leadership,
organizational cultures characterized by trust, transparency and justice, ethical decision-
making, and commitment to the university’s broader social mission.

A particularly important finding concerns the organizational consequences of spiritual
capital. Participants associated it with sustainable productivity, enhanced creativity and
innovation, reduced occupational burnout, greater job satisfaction, stronger organizational
identification and belonging, improved relationships and collaboration, more effective
knowledge management, and more ethical and long-term decision-making. Spiritual capital
was therefore perceived as an integrative mechanism through which individual meaning and
values can be connected to collective objectives and institutional missions. It can also
function as an invisible source of organizational cohesion by creating shared purpose, trust,
responsibility, and commitment.

The findings highlight a strong relationship between spiritual capital and sustainable
university development. Faculty members perceived spiritually rich universities as better
equipped to withstand crises, retain committed and talented personnel, maintain enduring
relationships with society, and pursue technological and scientific advancement without
abandoning ethical and social responsibilities. Conversely, universities dominated by
quantitative performance indicators may achieve short-term academic or ranking success
while gradually becoming disconnected from the deeper meaning and social mission of
academic work.

The study also identified several barriers that constrain the development of spiritual
capital. These included excessive emphasis on quantitative outputs, performance and
financial indicators, materialistic organizational cultures, unhealthy competition, weak
value-based leadership, structural and administrative constraints, and insufficient ethics-
oriented education. In response, participants emphasized the importance of spiritual and
ethical leadership, trust-based organizational cultures, transparency and organizational
justice, continuous ethics-oriented education, interactive workshops and case-based learning,
socially oriented academic programs, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the reform of
performance appraisal and reward systems.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings extend the conceptualization of spiritual capital beyond the conventional
understanding of spirituality as an individual psychological or religious characteristic. In the
context of higher education, spiritual capital emerges as a multilevel organizational
phenomenon produced through the interaction of individual values, collective relationships,
leadership practices, organizational culture, and institutional structures. Its significance lies
not only in generating individual well-being but also in shaping the quality, sustainability,
and social orientation of organizational performance.

A central theoretical contribution of the study is the development of a four-level interpretive
framework encompassing the individual, group, intergroup, and organizational levels. This
framework demonstrates how inner meaning and ethical commitment at the individual level
can be translated into collective trust and cooperation and subsequently institutionalized
through leadership, culture, decision-making, and organizational practices. Sustainable
productivity and sustainable development consequently emerge not as isolated outcomes but
as higher-order consequences of an organizational environment in which meaning, ethics,
responsibility, and social purpose are embedded in academic work.

From a managerial perspective, the findings suggest that universities should not treat
spiritual capital as an abstract or peripheral concept. Rather, it should be incorporated into
institutional governance and human-resource practices. Reforming performance appraisal
and reward systems around fairness and transparency, strengthening ethical and value-based
leadership, institutionalizing professional and ethics-oriented education, supporting socially
relevant and applied research, and creating opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration
can provide important conditions for the development of spiritual capital. Such interventions
may help universities balance quantitative accountability with qualitative dimensions of
academic excellence and social responsibility.

The study also contributes to the emerging literature by demonstrating that spiritual capital
can serve as a bridge between individual meaning and organizational sustainability.
Nevertheless, because the research was qualitative and conducted within a single public
technical university, its findings should be interpreted as contextually grounded rather than
statistically generalizable. Future research could employ comparative designs across
universities, organizational sectors, and cultural contexts to examine the contextual
variability of spiritual capital. Further theoretical investigation, including theory-building
studies, may also clarify the mechanisms through which spiritual capital and spiritual
leadership influence ethical decision-making, sustainable development, organizational
resilience, and long-term academic performance.

KEYWORDS
Spiritual Capital, Higher Education, Interpretive Phenomenology, Lived
Experiences, Thematic Analysis, Spiritual Leadership, Sustainable Development.
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Figure 1. Relationships among Overarching Themes, Organizing Themes, and Initial Themes
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