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Abstract

The primary objective of this study was to identify the indicators and components of organizational
legitimacy in public universities in Irag. The research employed a qualitative paradigm based on thematic
analysis. Participants included academic experts from Iragi universities, selected through purposive
sampling. The sample size was determined using the principle of data saturation, meaning that interviews
continued until no new information emerged from the collected data. Ultimately, 12 university staff
members were selected as participants and interviewed. The data collection instrument was semi-
structured interviews, which were validated by subject matter experts. To calculate the reliability of the
interviews, the intra-coding agreement method was employed, yielding a reliability score of 81.2%.
Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data. The findings of the study led to the identification of 80
indicators and 14 key components of organizational legitimacy in Iraqi public universities. These
components include organizational behavior, innovation, adaptability, autonomy, organizational culture,
participation, commitment, result orientation, leadership style, organizational support, reward system,
mission, identity, and organizational structure. It can be concluded that organizational legitimacy is
influenced by multiple components identified in this study; therefore, higher education planners in Irag may
find the results of this research beneficial.
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Organizational legitimacy stands as a foundational construct in organizational theory, particularly in
contexts characterized by institutional volatility and socio-political transition. In the realm of higher
education, especially within developing nations such as Iraq, legitimacy is not merely a reflection of
regulatory compliance or reputation—it is a determinant of institutional survival, trust-building, and
stakeholder engagement (Deephouse et al., 2017; Thomas & Lamm, 2012). As institutions responsible
for knowledge dissemination and intellectual development, public universities in Iraq operate in a
post-conflict environment where legitimacy has been deeply challenged by historical instability,
political intrusion, and social fragmentation (Greene, 2017; Wilcox, 2021).

Legitimacy, as a social judgment, is rooted in cultural alignment, stakeholder perception, and
conformity to institutional norms (Bell et al., 2000; Waraas, 2018). The theoretical foundation of
legitimacy, as introduced by Max Weber and later expanded by Parsons, situates organizational
legitimacy as a reflection of value congruence between the organization and the society in which it
is embedded (Gordon, 2009). This is particularly relevant in academic environments where the
expectations of various stakeholders—students, faculty, government, and society—demand not only
educational performance but also ethical governance, -cultural sensitivity, and strategic
responsiveness (Steinbachova, 2021; Tang, 2017).

Recent studies have explored the nexus between human resource management (HRM), corporate
social responsibility (CSR), and organizational legitimacy, suggesting that socially responsible and
strategically communicative HR practices contribute significantly to legitimacy gains (Del-Castillo-
Feito & Blanco-Gonzédlez, 2022; Higgins & Lo, 2018). Moreover, legitimacy is increasingly
conceptualized through two dominant lenses: the strategic approach, which regards legitimacy as a
controllable resource leveraged by management, and the institutional approach, which views
legitimacy as a culturally embedded perception shaped by societal norms and stakeholder
expectations (Steinbachova, 2021; Tang, 2017). In the context of Iraqi public universities, where both
internal administrative challenges and external socio-political pressures coexist, legitimacy is subject
to hybrid influences from both approaches.

However, a significant gap exists in the empirical exploration of legitimacy in higher education
institutions in Iraq. While existing literature provides insights into legitimacy in business and public
sector organizations (Ahmad et al., 2024; Rahdarpoor et al., 2023), there remains a theoretical and
practical void concerning how legitimacy is conceptualized, operationalized, and sustained in Iraqi
universities. This study seeks to address this gap by identifying the key indicators and components
of organizational legitimacy in public universities in Iraq, using a qualitative paradigm aligned with
thematic analysis. In doing so, it aims to provide an evidence-based framework that can guide policy
reforms, strategic planning, and organizational transformation in Iraq’s higher education system.
Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative methodology using thematic analysis as its central analytical
framework. The target population consisted of academic and administrative experts from various
public universities in Iraq. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure depth
and relevance of data, and interviews continued until data saturation was reached. In total, 12
university personnel participated in semi-structured interviews. The interviews were validated by field
experts, and inter-coder reliability was established at 81.2%, ensuring credibility and consistency in
the analytical process. Thematic analysis was carried out in three coding stages: open coding, axial
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coding, and selective coding. The data were analyzed to extract dominant themes, categories, and
indicators that reflect organizational legitimacy within the context of Iraqi higher education.
Findings

The analysis resulted in the identification of 80 specific indicators and 14 overarching components
of organizational legitimacy in public Iraqgi universities. These components include: organizational
behavior, innovation, adaptability, autonomy, organizational culture, participation, commitment,
result orientation, leadership style, organizational support, reward system, mission, identity, and
organizational structure.

Organizational behavior was seen as foundational, encompassing ethical conduct, transparency,
and professional interactions among faculty, students, and administrators. Innovation was linked to
technological adaptation and fostering creative academic environments. Adaptability reflected the
institution’s flexibility in responding to policy changes and social demands. Autonomy was
emphasized in terms of institutional independence from political influence.

Organizational culture emerged as a critical construct, highlighting shared values, norms, and
academic ethos. Participation underscored the involvement of faculty and students in governance
processes. Commitment indicated staff dedication to the university’s mission and goals. Result
orientation reflected a performance-driven culture prioritizing outcomes and impact.

Leadership style was associated with participatory, transformational, and strategic management
practices. Organizational support referred to infrastructure, resources, and welfare programs that
enable staff productivity. Reward systems included fair promotion, recognition, and compensation
mechanisms. The institutional mission was characterized by clarity of purpose and societal
alignment. ldentity related to institutional branding, history, and community reputation. Lastly,
organizational structure included governance mechanisms, hierarchies, and decision-making
pathways.

These themes were consistently reinforced through interview excerpts and triangulated across
participants, offering a comprehensive framework for understanding legitimacy in the Iraqgi higher
education context.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore the complex and multidimensional nature of organizational legitimacy in
Iragi public universities. Contrary to a narrow focus on performance metrics or administrative
efficiency, legitimacy in this context is deeply embedded in cultural, structural, and ethical
dimensions of organizational life. The inclusion of elements such as identity, participation, and
organizational culture reflects the institutional embeddedness of universities within their socio-
political environment.

The prominence of innovation and adaptability reveals the growing expectation for universities to
modernize, digitize, and align with global academic trends while maintaining local relevance.
Similarly, the emphasis on autonomy suggests a widespread recognition of the risks associated with
political interference and centralization—issues historically prevalent in Iragi governance. The
identification of reward systems and leadership style further affirms that legitimacy is nurtured
through internal fairness, transparent governance, and empowering leadership.

This study contributes to legitimacy theory by integrating strategic and institutional perspectives. It
validates the strategic approach through elements like leadership, result orientation, and
organizational support, which can be influenced by managerial decisions. Simultaneously, it affirms
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the institutional approach by highlighting elements such as culture, identity, and autonomy, which
are shaped by societal expectations and normative frameworks.

The Iraqi case offers an illustrative example of how legitimacy is not static but rather negotiated,
constructed, and continuously shaped by internal reforms and external pressures. Given the
country’s turbulent history and fragile democratic structures, public universities serve as a microcosm
of the broader struggle for institutional trust, national development, and social cohesion.

In conclusion, this study fills a significant empirical gap by offering a localized and comprehensive
model of organizational legitimacy in Iragi higher education. It provides actionable insights for
policymakers, university administrators, and stakeholders seeking to reform and strengthen public
universities. By foregrounding the voices of institutional insiders, the research offers a bottom-up
perspective that is both contextually grounded and theoretically robust. The framework developed
herein has the potential to guide future assessments of legitimacy in similar post-conflict or
transitional educational systems and lays the groundwork for further cross-national comparative
studies.
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