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The concept of innovation is one of the concepts that has been misunderstood in 

various areas, or confused with concepts such as entrepreneurship, creativity, or 

change, and has been used synonymously as an adjective for individuals and 

institutions, especially for the academic institutions. The present study has been 

conducted with the aim of investigating this concept versus entrepreneurship and also 

extracting the specific characteristics of the innovative university in the existing 

literature by a qualitative method. In this regard, the meta-synthesis method has been 

used as a method to create a new idea or new interpretation of the findings of 

previous research (26 international scientific articles and 7 domestic articles among 

352 papers over a period of fifty years). Consequently, depending on the model 

deriving from the research, it was identified that one of the key features of an 

innovative university is multiple interactions, especially with civil society, and also 

fulfilling the social needs. Therefore, the innovative university is more reminiscent of 

the concept of an "adaptive university" with an emphasis on adapting to the social 

needs of a changing environment, rather than merely achieving financial benefits. 
Keywords: Innovative University, Innovation, Entrepreneurship, Adaptive University, Meta-
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In knowledge-based societies, individuals from different statuses are faced with an influx of concepts. The evidence shows 

that until today, "endeavors have been focused more on the recognition of ideas than concepts" (Derakhshah & Taghizadeh, 

2013:2). This is further corroborated by Farastkhah's assertion that "every field of human knowledge across varying 

disciplines and interdisciplines is composed of concepts and theories which the foundation of them are abstract words that we 

call concepts (Bazargan & Farasatkhah, 2019). One of the concepts that has been misunderstood or neglected in the scientific 

sources of various fields is the concept of innovation which is always confused with concepts such as entrepreneurship, 

creativity, or change, and used as an adjective for individuals and institutions. The university is one of the institutions that 

some students, professionals, and policymakers have always tried to describe its characteristics by using adjectives such as 

innovative, entrepreneurial, or creative. In this context, the researchers of the present study endeavor to identify and clarify 

the distinctions between innovation and entrepreneurship. Supporting this idea is a theoretical basis that has been established 

by some researchers in regard to differences between these two concepts (Fadaee & Abd Olzahrh, 2014; Turay, 2016; 

Tierney & Lanford, 2016; Yamani, 2019). Turay acknowledges that "innovation and entrepreneurship are two closely related 

words used in today's global village. Some may think that both words mean the same thing, but it is a big mistake to use them 

interchangeably. Although they are based on the same ideas, it is important to recognize their differences" (Turay, 2016:2). 

Although many studies were conducted in order to identify characteristics of current universities and the typology of existing 

universities, this research is not intended to determine only characteristics of innovative universities in terms of conceptual 

models, but also to present novel ideas or interpretations of the results presented in previous research as the aim of the 

method of meta-synthesis. Therefore, the main questions of this study are: What categories, components, and factors make up 

the conceptual model of an innovative university? In the existing literature, are there any differences between an innovative 

university and an entrepreneurial one? 

Methodology 

As a qualitative study, a meta-synthesis approach was applied. Due to the importance of using the findings of previous 

studies as a foundation for extracting characteristics of innovative universities, 7 national and 26 international research 

studies relevant to the main issue among 352 papers were selected and analyzed, which were published in refereed journals 

including Taylor & Francis, Google Scholar, Science Direct, JSTOR, Springer and Humanities Portal, SID, Noormag, and 

Magiran (in Persian) during year 1970 to 2020. The main keywords employed to recognize characteristics and components of 

the model were innovative university, innovative academia, innovative higher education, academic innovation, innovation 

and university, innovation and higher education. Then, in order to identify indicators the content of these papers were 

analyzed based on the open coding method. Consequently, 4 cluster categories, 12 main categories, and 25 components was 

extracted. In the present study, the triangulation method was employed to validate the qualitative data. Also to ensure the 

descriptive validity of the work, it was possible for another researcher to code and analyze the data based on the ID of the 

research. 

Findings 

According to the review of the available articles on the subject of innovative universities, certain characteristics and 

indicators of innovative universities were identified and extracted in the form of categories, components, and sub-

components. The comprehensive conceptual model depicting an innovative universities was presented (Figure 1). Moreover, 

the findings indicate that the innovative university should always prioritize its innovative human capital as its primary asset. 

The leadership and governance are two key and critical elements in the growth of cutting-edge higher education institutions, 

which are widely discussed in the literature (McClure, 2016; Elrehaila et al., 2018; Musavi et al.., 2017; Javanmardi et al., 

2018). Some researchers (Khayati & Salim, 2019; Resnik, 2012) have discussed the interaction between the innovative 

university and civil society, effectively creating a four-faceted 'spiral' rather than referring to the distinction between an 

entrepreneurial and an innovative institution. 
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Figure 1 

Conceptual model of innovative university based on systemic approach 

 

In relation to the question of how the difference between the two concepts has been considered in past researches, the 

findings indicate that some researchers have defined an innovative university by considering the interactions of the 

innovative university with the civil society and in fact adding the community spiral to the common triple helix (TH) without 

directly referring to the difference between the innovative university and the entrepreneur (Khayati and Salim, 2019; Resnik, 

2012). Researchers such as Lasakova (2012), consider adaptation to changes in the surrounding environment as the most 

important feature of an innovative university. Others (such as McClure et al., 2016; Etzkowitz, 2003; Schmits et al., 2014, 

and Faridi, 2017) have used the combination of the two words (innovative and entrepreneurial university) as synonyms 

interchangeably throughout their work. 

Conclusion 

According to the purposes of the research, it was concluded that although entrepreneurship is founded on the market and 

essentially relates to acquiring wealth through existing or new ideas; but innovation encompasses a range of process-oriented 

and product-oriented activities aimed at social and cultural impact while also eventually yielding financial gain. Indeed, 

innovation carries a value for the intended society that is not merely represented in commercialization and profit-making like 

entrepreneurship does. In the model resulting from research conducted with a systemic approach, it was found that the 

innovative university deals with knowledge preservation and transmission, interaction between education and research, and 

fostering of innovation; it has also sought to embrace change in its environment. Moreover, examining the definitions of 

innovation shows that, on the one hand, in almost the majority of cases, innovation is not only the creation or creation of a 

new idea, process, product or technology, but it is the modification of what is in order to perform better, cheaper or on a 

larger scale; On the other hand, innovation leads to the creation of value not only in the sense of commercial and economic 

value, but also in the sense of creating more efficiency and effectiveness in line with the goals of the organization or society. 

Therefore, the innovative university draws more closely to the concept of an adaptive university by emphasizing its attempts 

to respond to changing societal needs. As a result, although many of the components of the innovative university model can 

be seen in the mission statements of universities, it seems that the existing gap is how to implement them. Therefore it is 

necessary for the authorities to create the necessary support structures at the operational level, and more importantly, 

supervisory structures and evaluation of how policies are implemented. 
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