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This study aims to investigate the effect of strategic leadership on organizational
performance in institutions affiliated with Iraq's Ministry of Higher Education,
emphasizing its role in complex and competitive environments. The research employed
an applied, descriptive-correlational design using a field survey method. The statistical
population consisted of 2,200 employees from institutions under the Iragi Ministry of
Higher Education. Based on Morgan’s table, 350 questionnaires were randomly
distributed using standard tools: Lear et al.’s (2012) Strategic Leadership
Questionnaire and Adam et al.’s (2022) Organizational Performance Questionnaire.
Data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS software through descriptive statistics,
Cronbach’s alpha, confirmatory factor analysis, and structural equation modeling. The
structural equation modeling revealed a significant positive direct effect of strategic
leadership on organizational performance (= 0.605, p <0.001). The GOF index value
was 0.626, indicating a good model fit. Additional fit indices such as CFI (0.946) and
RMSEA (0.0198) confirmed the model’s adequacy. Pearson’s correlation also showed
a strong positive relationship between strategic leadership and organizational
performance (r = 0.802). Confidence intervals excluded zero, affirming the robustness
of the estimated effect. Strategic leadership significantly enhances organizational
performance within Iragi higher education institutions. These findings underscore the
need for leadership models that prioritize vision, ethical values, human capital
development, and adaptability in dynamic educational environments.

Keywords: Strategic Leadership, Organizational Performance, Organizational Change,
External Environment, Structural Equation Modeling, Ministry of Higher Education Iraq
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Introduction

In the face of mounting complexity and environmental turbulence, higher education institutions,
particularly in developing countries, are under increasing pressure to enhance organizational performance.
The rapidly shifting educational landscape—driven by globalization, digitalization, and evolving societal
expectations—necessitates a leadership paradigm that is both adaptive and strategic. Strategic leadership,
characterized by its forward-looking orientation, ability to navigate uncertainty, and capacity to align
internal capabilities with external opportunities, has emerged as a critical driver of sustainable
performance in such volatile contexts (Samimi et al., 2022; Swarnalatha et al., 2025). Within the Iraqi
Ministry of Higher Education, a sector marked by bureaucratic rigidity, limited resources, and intense
local and international competition, strategic leadership is particularly vital to overcome inertia and drive
innovation (Baharuddin, 2024; Khairullah, 2025).

Strategic leadership is conceptualized as a constellation of capabilities including strategic vision,
ethical value systems, organizational learning, human resource development, and environmental
adaptability (Abdeen et al., 2025; Asif, 2020). Research underscores its role in fostering innovation, building
dynamic capabilities, and achieving long-term competitive advantage (Gholami et al., 2024; Zhang & Chen,
2024). In public organizations and universities, strategic leadership is positively correlated with
institutional agility, knowledge management, and responsiveness to policy and technology trends (Ho et
al., 2023; Suriyankietkaew & Kungwanpongpun, 2021). While several empirical studies have explored this
relationship in corporate or Western educational contexts, there remains a dearth of research focused on
Arab higher education systems, particularly in Irag where sociopolitical instability further complicates
institutional governance.

Recent literature also highlights the mediating and moderating mechanisms through which
strategic leadership impacts performance. For example, organizational learning and innovation
ambidexterity serve as mediators, while strategic flexibility and institutional complexity may moderate
the strength of the relationship (Poursadeq & Qaraei-Ashtiani, 2023; Saleh & Al-Hakimi, 2024). As noted by
(Putra et al., 2021) and (Ellinger & Ellinger, 2021), effective strategic leaders not only chart organizational
direction but also catalyze internal change processes by empowering employees and aligning structures
with vision. In contexts like Irag, where higher education institutions face both performance stagnation
and environmental disruption, strategic leadership offers a promising avenue to realign mission with
practice and ensure educational resilience.

This study aims to investigate the direct effect of strategic leadership on organizational
performance in institutions affiliated with the Iragi Ministry of Higher Education. Drawing on frameworks
proposed by (Samimi et al., 2022) and operationalized by (Khairullah, 2025; Torabi-Kalateh Ghazi et al., 2023),
this research not only quantifies the strength of the relationship but also tests the robustness of
measurement tools in a developing-country context. It seeks to address a critical gap in regional literature
and provide policy-relevant insights for institutional transformation through strategic leadership.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quantitative, descriptive-correlational design and was conducted using a
field survey approach. The target population included all employees working in institutions under the
supervision of the Iragi Ministry of Higher Education, totaling 2,200 individuals. Based on Morgan’s
sampling table, 327 participants were selected through simple random sampling, and 350 questionnaires
were distributed to ensure an adequate response rate. Data collection tools included two standard
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instruments: the Strategic Leadership Questionnaire by Lear et al. (2012), which assesses five dimensions
of leadership (strategic direction, core competencies, HR development, ethical values, and organizational
culture), and the Organizational Performance Questionnaire developed by Adam et al. (2022), which
measures performance across financial, internal process, customer, and employee satisfaction dimensions.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS version 3. Validity and
reliability were established through confirmatory factor analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability,
and Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The structural model was tested using Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), and model fit was assessed using indices such as GOF, CFl,
RMSEA, TLI, and GFI.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed satisfactory mean and standard deviation values across all variables.
Reliability indices indicated strong internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.914 for strategic
leadership and 0.852 for organizational performance. All AVE values exceeded the 0.5 threshold,
confirming convergent validity. The model’s Goodness-of-Fit (GOF) index was 0.626, suggesting an
excellent fit between the hypothesized model and the data.

In the structural model, the path coefficient from strategic leadership to organizational
performance was B = 0.605 with a p-value < 0.001, indicating a strong, positive, and statistically
significant relationship. The t-value associated with this path was 4.904, exceeding the critical value of
1.96, and the confidence interval (CI = 0.369 to 0.839) did not include zero, further confirming the
robustness of the relationship. These results affirm that higher levels of strategic leadership correspond
with improvements in organizational performance metrics. Additionally, all model fit indices (CFI =
0.946, TLI = 0.945, RMSEA = 0.0198, GFI = 0.914, AGFI = 0.862) were within acceptable ranges,
supporting the structural validity of the model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide compelling empirical support for the theoretical proposition that
strategic leadership plays a pivotal role in enhancing organizational performance within the Iraqi higher
education sector. The observed path coefficient signifies that strategic leadership behaviors—such as
defining clear strategic direction, fostering an ethical organizational culture, and investing in human
capital—directly contribute to improved organizational outcomes. This finding aligns with a growing
body of international literature that underscores the transformative power of strategic leadership in
education, healthcare, and public administration.

Moreover, the confirmation of the model's reliability and validity highlights the applicability of
existing Western-developed leadership constructs in Middle Eastern educational settings, albeit with
cultural adaptation. The success of strategic leadership in improving organizational performance in the
Iragi context—despite political instability and institutional inertia—suggests that leadership development
programs tailored to strategic imperatives could serve as a powerful lever for systemic change. These
findings extend the work of scholars such as (Asif, 2020) and (Abdeen et al., 2025), who emphasize the
necessity of integrating dynamic capabilities and innovation into leadership practice.

This study also confirms that strategic leadership is not merely a top-down managerial function
but a multidimensional process requiring relational, cognitive, and ethical competencies. Effective
strategic leaders in the Ministry of Higher Education institutions likely enabled performance
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improvements by aligning stakeholder interests, enhancing institutional adaptability, and promoting cross-
departmental coordination. The alignment between leadership style and organizational goals facilitated a
climate conducive to continuous improvement and responsiveness to change.

Overall, the results validate strategic leadership as a central determinant of performance in public
higher education institutions, especially those operating under conditions of uncertainty and limited
resources. In doing so, this research adds regional empirical depth to the strategic leadership literature and
provides actionable insights for academic policymakers and administrators in Irag and similar contexts.
By embedding strategic thinking and foresight into institutional leadership culture, organizations can
better navigate complexity, foster innovation, and achieve sustainable educational outcomes.
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