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Abstract

Objectives: In the present era, rapid technological developments, profound changes in
labor market needs, and the necessity of responding to complex global challenges have
confronted the higher education system with the fundamental question of how it can play its
role as a driving force for economic, social, and cultural development. In the meantime, the
fourth-generation university model has been proposed as an emerging paradigm, based on
which universities move from their traditional position towards entrepreneurial, problem-
oriented, and influential institutions in the innovation ecosystem. This transformation is
not limited to technological changes, but also requires a transformation in the missions,
structures, and methods of university interaction with industry, government, and society.
The fourth generation university (social university) is a new model of higher education that,
in addition to education, research, and entrepreneurship, focuses on social responsibility,
regional and local development, and solving community problems. Also, Fourth-generation
universities play a very important role in human life. With an entrepreneurial, opportunity-
creating, creative, and innovative nature, these universities have taken a step far beyond their
traditional roles and have become very effective elements in the sustainable development of
societies. Accordingly, the purpose of the present study was to investigate and analyze the
antecedents and consequences of the development of the fourth generation university and
to present a model in this field.

Materials and Methods: The present study is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in
terms of data collection and analysis methods, and was conducted using a meta-synthesis
approach. Accordingly, after searching in reliable databases and using relevant keywords,
135 initial articles were extracted from 2015 to 2025. After studying and evaluating the
articles, 29 articles were selected that were most relevant to the research topic in terms
of title, abstract, content, and quality. Then, using Sandelowski and Barroso's seven-step
model, the findings of 29 articles were studied, integrated, and interpreted. Using content
analysis and open coding, 138 codes and 21 concepts were identified in the antecedents
domain and 82 codes and 16 concepts in the consequences domain. Also, 5 categories
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for antecedents (technological and digital infrastructure, management policy-making, interaction
with industry and society, cultural and social policies, and innovation and entrepreneurship
culture) and 4 categories for outcomes (increasing the competitiveness of the national economy,
reducing the unemployment rate and creating new job opportunities, strengthening innovation
and technology transfer, and increasing productivity and the knowledge-based economy) were
discovered. To control the quality of the research data, the expert agreement index and expert
review were used. Also, Cohen's kappa coefficient was used to measure reliability.

Discussion and Conclusions: Fourth-generation universities (4GUs) have emerged as a more
advanced model of first-generation (teaching-oriented), second-generation (research-oriented),
and third-generation (entrepreneurial) universities. These universities are playing a new role
in solving global challenges by utilizing digital technologies, innovation ecosystems, and social
responsibility. Fourth-generation universities have created a fundamental transformation in
higher education by combining technology, entrepreneurship, and social responsibility. However,
their success requires managing challenges such as educational equity and maintaining research
quality. The future belongs to universities that can combine flexibility and innovation with
academic values. Analyzing the antecedents and consequences of the development of the fourth
generation university using the meta-synthesis method indicates a profound transformation in
the role of universities in responding to the complex needs of the knowledge-based society and the
digital economy. The findings of this study indicate that the transition from traditional universities
to the fourth generation requires structural, cultural, and technological changes and has broad
implications in the educational, research, and social fields. The antecedents of the development of
the fourth generation university include the categories of technological and digital infrastructure,
policy-making and management, interaction with industry and society, interaction with industry
and society, cultural and social policies, innovation and entrepreneurship culture; and the
consequences of the development of the fourth generation university include the categories of
increasing the competitiveness of the national economy, reducing the unemployment rate and
creating new job opportunities, strengthening innovation and technology transfer, increasing
productivity, and the knowledge-based economy. Finally, practical suggestions based on the
research findings were presented. To realize fourth-generation universities in Iran, it is essential to
create advanced digital infrastructure. This includes the development of smart learning platforms
with virtual and augmented reality capabilities, educational data analysis systems, and high-speed
Internet networks. At the same time, new management policies must be developed that give
universities more authority to design flexible curricula, create entrepreneurship units, and attract
private sector investments. Effective interaction with industry is another key requirement, which
is achieved through the creation of joint technology parks, the design of practical internships,
and the formation of joint councils with leading companies.

Keywords: Innovation Ecosystem, Sustainable Development, Social University, Fourth
Generation University, Meta-Synthesis Approach, Higher Education Policymaking.
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