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This study aimed to develop a conceptual model of the driving factors
influencing the branding process of non-profit schools in Iran through a
two-phase qualitative research design. In the first phase, a theoretical
synthesis was conducted by systematically identifying, reviewing, and
integrating relevant studies published between 2010 and 2025,
resulting in an initial conceptual framework. In the second phase, the
framework was refined, enriched, and validated through a qualitative
survey based on semi-structured interviews with 13 purposively
selected participants, including branding experts, school administrators,
teachers, educational specialists, and parents, who represented diverse
stakeholder perspectives. The integration of findings from both phases
produced a comprehensive conceptual model comprising four
interrelated dimensions: perceptual, structural, process, and
environmental factors. Compared with the initial framework derived
from the theoretical synthesis, the qualitative findings identified two
additional dimensions, process and environmental factors, highlighting
the critical role of organizational practices, stakeholderinteractions, and
contextual conditions in shaping school branding. These findings
demonstrate that branding in non-profit schools extends beyond
marketing activities and is strongly influenced by the alignment of
internal capabilities with external environmental expectations. The
proposed model provides a holistic framework for understanding the
drivers of school branding and offers practical guidance for
policymakers, school leaders, and practitioners seeking to strengthen
institutional reputation, attract and retain students, and enhance
stakeholder trust and engagement. The findings further indicate that
sustainable school branding requires the coordinated interaction of all
four dimensions rather than reliance on any single factor in isolation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In the last two decades, population growth, limited capacity of public schools, and the
need for quality education have led to a significant increase in non-profit schools in Iran
(Madandar Arani, 2013; Bozorginezhad etal., 2022). These schools have become a more
flexible option within the education system. They aim to reduce reliance on government
funding and better meet the needs of families (Yarigholi, 2014). Alongside this growth,
the idea of branding has become increasingly important for non-profit organizations
and educational institutions (Garg et al., 2019). Branding in schools helps improve
legitimacy, build parental trust, and decrease vulnerability to competitors by creating a
unique identity (Varadarajan and Malone, 2018; Zahabioun et al., 2021). However, a
review of the research reveals that most studies in Iran have focused on branding in
higher education (Gholamian etal., 2023; Alramdhan et al., 2024). The topic of branding
in non-profit schools has received less attention. The limited research that exists has
mainly focused on minor factors, such as tuition, infrastructure, or the admission
process. Therefore, systematically identifying the main factors behind branding in these
schools is essential. This study aims to create a conceptual model of the key factors in
the branding process for non-profit schools in Iran. It seeks to answer two main
questions: 1) What are the driving factors based on existing research? and 2) What do
experts and stakeholders in this field think?

Methodology

Given that the study aimed to design a conceptual model of driving factors in the
branding of non-profit schools, a qualitative approach was used in two steps. In the first
step, to identify concepts and driving factors effectively in the branding of non-profit
schools, the theory-building meta synthesis method based on the seven-step model of
Sandelowski and Barroso (2006) was used. For this purpose, Persian and English
studies published in national and international databases between 2010 and 2025
were systematically reviewed. In the second step, a deductive qualitative survey was
used to complete and validate the initial model. In this method, the dimensions and
categories extracted from the metasynthesis were used as the basis for data collection,
and an attempt was made to provide evidence to confirm or supplement them. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 13 administrators, teachers,
parents, and experts in the field of brand and education, through purposive sampling
with maximum variation. The data were analyzed using deductive qualitative content
analysis, and the findings from the two steps were combined comparatively. The
validity of the results was also confirmed through member checking and peer checking.

Results and Discussion

The findings related to the first research question, using a theory-generating meta-
synthesis method, classified the factors affecting the branding process of non-profit
schools into two main categories: "perceptual” and "structural”. Perceptual factors
included a strong organizational image, positive customer experience, and effective
public relations and advertising. Structural factors included the quality of educational
services, capable human resources, up-to-date physical infrastructure and technology,
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and strategic management and leadership. The findings of the second research
question, using a deductive qualitative survey method, confirmed the findings of the
first step (meta-synthesis) and added new dimensions to the initial model. Finally, the
factors affecting the branding of non-profit schools in Iran were classified into four
main categories: "perceptual, structural, process, and environmental”. Overall, the final
conceptual model represents an integration of the two steps and shows that school
branding is a multidimensional and interactive process. This model is aligned with
Acker's brand identity and service-dominant logic theory and emphasizes the role of
stakeholder experience, interactions, and shared value creation in brand formation.

Conclusions

Perceptual factors constitute the primary drivers of branding in non-profit schools in
Iran. These factors include a strong organizational image and a positive customer
experience, both of which are intangible and formed within the cognitive and emotional
perceptions of parents and students. Organizational image is built based on the
perception of educational quality, school identity, honesty, history, and service delivery,
and customer experience is the result of the sum of direct and indirect interactions with
the school, which can lead to trust, loyalty, and positive word-of-mouth. In addition,
structural factors, such as the objective infrastructures of nonprofit school branding,
include the quality of educational services, capable human resources, physical
infrastructure, up-to-date technology, and strategic management and leadership.
Process factors, as another driver of nonprofit school branding, include public relations
and effective advertising, as well as identity and competitiveness, which play a
differentiating role in the competitive environment of schools. Environmental factors,
as the last driver in nonprofit school branding, refer to the location of the school and
parents' perceptions of school accessibility and security. Beyond the identified driving
factors, school branding has social, institutional, and educational implications. At the
social level, a reputable brand can foster public trust and more informed family choices,
although without oversight,t it may lead to educational inequality. At the institutional
level, branding helps to transition from traditional to strategic and responsive
management. At the educational level, attention to student experience leads to
improved learning quality. Overall, successful branding requires an integrated and
balanced approach between perceptual, structural, process, and environmental factors.
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