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Abstract

This study investigates the role of smart leadership on advancing institutional excellence in higher
education. It explores three dimensions of leadership: rational, emotional, and spiritual. A
quantitative research approach was employed, utilizing an online survey Google Forms to gather
data from students of North Privat College of Nursing. A total of 502 questionnaires were distributed,
and valid for analysis. The data analysis was conducted using SmartPLS based on Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). The findings indicate that all dimensions of smart leadership significantly and
positively influence institutional excellence. Rational leadership had the strongest influence, followed
by emotional and then spiritual leadership. The primary contribution of this study lies in addressing
the gap in the literature concerning the impact of smart leadership on institutional excellence,
particularly in the context of Saudi universities. These results offer practical implications for
university leadership and faculty, supporting improved leadership practices aimed at fostering
institutional growth, sustainability, and overall performance.

Keywords: smart leadership; institutional excellence; Saudi universities; higher education

1. Introduction

In today's rapidly evolving educational landscape, the concept of smart leadership has emerged
as a critical factor in driving institutional excellence. Smart leadership is characterized by the ability
to integrate technology, foster innovation, and enhance collaborative practices within organizations.
This holistic approach not only addresses the immediate challenges faced by educational institutions
but also aligns with long-term goals of sustainability and growth (Black, 2015). The attributes of smart
leaders, such as adaptability, emotional intelligence, and strategic vision, play a pivotal role in
shaping institutional culture and performance (Stine, 2023).

Research highlights that effective leadership in higher education significantly influences
outcomes, like student satisfaction, faculty engagement, and overall academic performance
(Chapdelaine, 2023). Leaders who adopt smart leadership practices often embrace data driven
decision making, improving operational efficiency and fostering a culture of academic excellence.
These leaders not only manage complex institutional dynamics but also inspire collective
achievement through shared vision and collaboration.

Furthermore, smart leadership transcends traditional models by integrating emotional
intelligence and spiritual awareness. Emotional intelligence enables leaders to forge deep connections
with their teams, strengthening interpersonal relationships while cultivating a nurturing
environment ripe for innovation. Spiritual leadership offers a broader perspective for ethical
decision-making and community building, further enriching institutional excellence (Subhaktiyasa
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et al,, 2023). This comprehensive leadership model is essential in adapting to the ever-changing
nature of education.

Smart leadership is characterized by the ability to adapt to change, foster innovation, and
leverage technology to enhance decision-making processes (Norman, 2019). Smart leadership is
critical in fostering a positive organizational culture, enhancing employee engagement, and driving
performance (Northouse, 2016).

In the context of higher education, embracing smart leadership becomes indispensable for
addressing challenges driven by technological advancements and socio-economic change (Karam &
Kitana, 2020). leaders who embody these qualities foster resilience, and a commitment to continuous
improvement.

Moreover, the relationship between smart leadership and institutional excellence can be seen in
the implementation of innovative educational practices and technologies that enhance learning
experiences. As institutions strive to meet the demands of a globalized society, the role of smart
leaders becomes increasingly vital in fostering an adaptive and forward-thinking institutional
culture.

Given the dynamic nature of higher education, the exploration of smart leadership’s impact on
institutional excellence is both timely and necessary. The insights derived from examining this
relationship can inform policy makers, academic administrators, and educators, providing them with
evidence-based strategies to bolster the effectiveness and resilience of their institutions.
Consequently, this study aims to investigate the role of smart leadership in enhancing institutional
excellence among Saudi universities, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of leadership’s
influence on academic success and long-term institutional sustainability.

2. Overview of the Study's Objectives

This study examines how effective rational, emotional, and spiritual leadership drives excellence
in higher education by fostering organizational trust and psychological capital, which are vital for
innovation (Amjad et al., 2025). Using a quantitative approach and Structural Equation Modeling
with SmartPLS, it aims to identify practical, evidence-based leadership strategies. The findings
contribute to academic discourse and provide actionable insights for policymakers and educators,
supporting inclusive excellence through diversity and quality initiatives (Williams et al., 2005),
ultimately redefining excellence and improving institutional performance.

The main objectives of this study are as follows:

1. To investigate the role of smart leadership through its dimensions (rational leadership, emotional

leadership, and spiritual leadership) in achieving institutional excellence in Saudi universities.

2. To fill a gap in the literature by addressing the limited research on the specific impact of these
smart leadership dimensions on institutional excellence, thereby enhancing our understanding of
academic leadership.

3. To motivate further research by providing a conceptual framework and empirical insights that
encourage additional studies on the influence of smart leadership in higher education.

4. To present a theoretical foundation and practical recommendations that delineate how rational,
emotional, and spiritual leadership contribute to creating dynamic and high-performing academic

institutions.

3. Background
Definition of Institutional Excellence

Institutional performance refers to a structured set of standards and processes designed to
achieve strategic organizational objectives by enhancing efficiency and effectiveness. It involves a
comprehensive evaluation of all institutional components, including governance structures, human
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capital, operational processes, and technological infrastructure. As a foundational element of
institutional excellence, robust performance management enhances competitiveness and promotes
innovation within organizations (Abdelgadir et al., 2022). To achieve this, many institutions
implement established performance frameworks such as the Baldrige Criteria for Performance
Excellence, which advocate for a systematic approach focused on measurable results, customer
satisfaction, and workforce engagement (Baldrige Performance Excellence Program, 2021).

In the context of higher education, universities are pivotal institutions contributing to societal
and intellectual advancement. Achieving high institutional performance in universities requires
addressing multiple dimensions—namely education, research, and community engagement (El
Araby, 2020). This is commonly facilitated through the deployment of Key Performance Indicators
(KPIs) that assess the quality and impact of academic programs, research output, and societal
contributions.

Furthermore, institutional excellence is intricately linked to student achievement and
stakeholder satisfaction, highlighting its significance in educational research and policy (Kuh et al.,
2010). As higher education institutions navigate dynamic global challenges, identifying and
enhancing the drivers of institutional excellence becomes imperative for maintaining relevance and
long-term sustainability.

4. Importance of Institutional Excellence in Higher Education

Achieving institutional excellence in higher education is essential for meeting the evolving
demands of an increasingly interconnected and globalized world. This endeavor encompasses the
delivery of high-quality education, the promotion of innovation, and responsiveness to diverse
demographic needs. Institutions that pursue excellence are better positioned to adapt to the rapid
transformations in economic, technological, and societal domains. In this context, effective leadership
is essential for managing the multifaceted challenges inherent in higher education settings (Karam &
Kitana, 2020).

In addition, the concept of inclusive excellence serves as a critical mechanism for reconciling the
goals of access and quality. It supports the inclusion of historically underrepresented groups while
enhancing the educational experiences of all students (Williams et al., 2005). By embedding inclusive
practices into institutional culture, universities can reinforce operational effectiveness and strengthen
community engagement, fostering an environment of continuous institutional enhancement.

The pursuit of excellence further necessitates strategic planning that aligns institutional
resources and competencies with external expectations. Higher education institutions must develop
flexible, innovation-oriented frameworks that can respond to shifting educational paradigms while
upholding academic integrity and rigor (Ghasemy, 2021). This strategic congruence lays the
groundwork for sustainable institutional success, positioning universities to navigate complex
challenges and contribute meaningfully to societal progress.

5. Dimensions of Smart Leadership

Smart leadership is best understood as a complex strategy that weaves together various
leadership styles and qualities to boost the efficacy of organizational management. It underscores the
capacity of leaders to inspire, motivate, and empower individuals within an institution to work
towards common objectives and enhance overall performance. Based on insights from the GLOBE
Project, smart leadership entails several dimensions, including charismatic/value-based leadership
that galvanizes commitment through shared values, team-oriented leadership that nurtures
collaboration among members, and participative leadership that invites involvement in decision-
making processes (GLOBE Project, 2020).

Astute leadership comprises a multitude of dimensions, each playing a distinctive role in the
pursuit of institutional excellence. At the heart of rational leadership lies a commitment to data-
informed decision-making and strategic foresight. Rational leaders apply logical reasoning and
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critical analysis to tackle intricate challenges, empowering their organizations to adapt and flourish
amid competition. Ddderman et al. (2013) argue that a manager uses rational intelligence in
traditional tasks and routine decisions in the organization. However, intelligent leaders care about
other intelligence, and this is because rational intelligence is incompatible with concern for the
spiritual aspects of subordinates. Instead, rationality focuses on performing tasks according to
calculations and procedures thoughtfully, and therefore a leader’s possession of rational intelligence
does not consistently lead to positive results.

Conversely, emotional leadership underscores the importance of emotional intelligence in
nurturing interpersonal relationships and enhancing team dynamics. As noted in (Coronado-
Maldonado & Benitez-Marquez, 2023), leaders who are sensitive to their own emotions as well as
those of their team members can cultivate trust, improve collaboration, and foster a supportive
atmosphere that encourages transparent communication. This ability is increasingly acknowledged
as vital for effective leadership within today's educational milieu.

Adding depth to this framework, spiritual leadership addresses the moral and ethical
dimensions inherent in leading others. As discussed in (Subhaktiyasa et al., 2023), it harmonizes
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects, creating an environment where values like
integrity and compassion steer decision-making. This approach instills a sense of purpose among
team members, inspiring them to surpass expectations while positively impacting their
organizational culture.

Together, these aspects construct a well-rounded framework for astute leadership that not only
boosts institutional effectiveness but also encourages individual development among both students
and staff.

Following the literature review, these hypotheses have been developed:

H1: There is a positive role for rational leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.
H2: There is a positive role for emotional leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.
H3: There is a positive role for spiritual leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.

Based on the developed hypotheses, the researchers developed the following model (see
Figure 1), which presents the relationship between Smart Leadership with its dimensions and
institutional excellence:
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EL1 EL2 EL4 ELS ELG ELY
501 RL1
5L2 RL2
5L3 RL3
S5L4 RL4
5L5 RLS
5L6 RLE
5L7 RLY
IE1 IE2 IE3 IE4 IES IE6 IE7

Figure 1. The model of the research.

6. Methodology

The aim of this study is to explore the role of smart leadership in achieving organizational
excellence within North Private College of Nursing in Saudi Arabia. The selection of participants
included students from NPCN, chosen randomly. This study has obtained approval from the Ethics
Committee of NPCN, and the approval number for this study is NCN-25042025-35.

Ethical considerations played a crucial role in the participant selection journey. Verbal consent
was secured from all individuals prior to their involvement in the study, in keeping with cultural
practices where obtaining written consent may hinder participation, as referenced in (Shaban, 2024).
This method cultivated trust and encouraged active involvement among participants.

The research adopted a quantitative research approach. To evaluate the research model and
hypotheses, this study utilized a data collection method through an electronic questionnaire using
the Google Forms platform, with questionnaires distributed randomly.

The questionnaire consisted of statements evaluated using a 5-point Likert scale. The
appropriate sample size was determined by applying the "Robert Mason" equation (Mason, et al.,
1998), which is represented by the following formula:

Based on the report from the Admissions and Registration Unit at the college, the total
population by the end of the first semester of the 2024/2025 academic year was (2,443) male and
female students. By substituting in the aforementioned equation, it was found that the appropriate
sample size should exceed (333) students in order to be representative of the population and to
generalize the results accordingly. After distributing the questionnaire to the study sample, a total of
(502) questionnaires were retrieved, which constituted the final sample subjected to statistical
analysis.

The measurement scale used in the study is detailed in Table 2. The survey questions were
adopted from previously validated scales, in accordance with the recommendations by (Van and
Rose, 2015; Shaban, 2024). This approach contributes to achieving statistical reliability and validity.
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To achieve the objectives of this study, researchers developed the Scale, comprising 28 items
categorized into four dimensions: Rational Leadership, Emotional Leadership, Spiritual Leadership,
and Institutional Excellence. Each dimension contained seven items.

The answers to the items were a 5-point Likert scale multiple-choice, ranging from 5 (strongly
agree) to 1 (strongly disagree). Table 1 shows different measures of the measurement scale fit for the
constructs and model, including Cronbach’s alpha, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite
reliability (CR).

Table 1. Construct reliability and validity.

Variable Items | Factor loading | Cronbach alpha AVE CR

RL1 0.754
RL2 0.888
RL3 0.890

Rational Leadership (RL) RL4 0.788 0.925 0.693 0.932
RL5 0.806
RL6 0.903
RL7 0.786
EL1 0.801
EL2 0.850
EL3 0.831

Emotional Leadership (EL) EL4 0.823 0.861 0.578 0.902
EL5 0.836
EL6 0.634
EL7 0.748
SL1 0.736
SL2 0.866
SL3 0.785

Spiritual Leadership (SL) SL4 0.723 0.799 0.587 0.852
SL5 0.876
SL6 0.697
SL7 0.731
IE1 0.750
IE2 0.827
IE3 0.844

Institutional Excellence (IE) IE4 0.745 0.896 0.618 0.902
IE5 0.812
IE6 0.674
IE7 0.835

The results of Cronbach’s alpha show that all constructs meet the internal consistency
requirements, with most constructs having above 0.7 indicate good reliability and values between 0.6
and 0.7 can be recognized as additional indicators are good reliability (Mayers, 2013, Miremadi et al.,
2020). On the other hand, the study relied on factor loadings to measure construct reliability, the
criterion that specifies the rule of thumbs when performing factor loadings > 0.70. In addition, the
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factor loadings’ (FL) elements exceeded 0.70. For all components of the four variables, these exceeded
the advised value and showed 0.70 with the exception of RL6, SL1, and SL6 where their percentage
was less than 0.70.

The study used construct reliability and validity to establish construct validity using AVE, CR,
discriminant validity, and finally, structural model improvement. Part of construct reliability and
validity is used to improve the measurement model, where regression paths between second-order
constructs are replaced with association paths using an iterative process (Zainudin, 2012; Santoso et
al., 2023).

Furthermore, the evaluations of AVE and CR are based on the outputs of the optimal
measurement model. The results meet the recommendations. AVE values greater than 0.5 indicate a
good measure of convergent validity (Hair et al., 2021). However, if AVE is less than 0.5, CR > 0.80
alone is sufficient to assess construct validity (Santoso et al., 2023). Following the recommendations,
CR values for all constructs were large and greater than 0.8, which meets the requirements of
construct validity. Table 2 shows the evaluations of AVE and CR. Moreover, discriminant validity
was successful, which is assessed by verifying that the square root of AVE for second-order constructs
is greater than the correlations between second-order constructs (Hair et al., 2023).

Table 2 shows the evaluation of discriminant validity. The diagonal values are the square roots
of the AVE for each construct. The off-diagonal correlation values are the correlations between the
constructs. The diagonal values are greater than the off-diagonal correlation values, which indicates
that the constructs are distinct from each other.

Table 2. Discriminant validity: Fornell-Larcker criterion.

RL EL SL IE
RL 0.833
EL 0.937 0.760
SL 0.931 0.901 0.622
IE 0.933 0.918 0.887 0.786

The study’s results demonstrate that the findings are both valid and reliable. This is because the
measurement model has good discriminant validity, which means that the constructs are distinct
from each other. This is important because it allows the researchers to attribute the results of the
study to the correct constructs.

7. Analysis

The analysis was conducted using SmartPLS 4, while the descriptive analysis was conducted
using SPSS and SEM using SmartPLS 4. The study used various literary sources, including statistical
concepts, and SEM analysis. SEM is a potent statistical tool for analyzing intricate relationships
among variables, allowing researchers to explore direct and indirect effects within theoretical
frameworks, ideal for testing complex hypotheses and models. Finally, based on the analysis of
survey data, the default model is well-fitting and ready for discussion of the results.

Table 3. Model fit summary.

Indicator s
Chi-square daf NFI SRMR

df
Value Recommended | = - | cmmeeeeme <5 >0.9 <0.08
Value of Model 4041.230 1085 3.724 0.903 0.072
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8. Results

Table 3 shows the optimal structural model; the fit quality statistics met the relevant criteria for
the recommended model with the following values: Chi-Square/df = 3.724, Normed Fit Index (NFI) =
0.903, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.072. These values are consistent with
the thresholds commonly recommended in the literature: a Chi-Square/df ratio below 5.0 (indicating
acceptable model fit), an NFI greater than 0.90 (reflecting good comparative fit), and an SRMR below
0.08 (indicating low residual differences).

The results showed that all indicators met or exceeded the recommended values cited in relevant
references and previous studies, allowing the researchers to conclude that the model used in this
study is statistically valid and well-fitted. Furthermore, these results support the appropriateness of
applying the model for hypothesis testing and suggest that the findings can be reliably published and
generalized to the study population. Based on this statistical evaluation of model fit, the study
proceeds to discuss the tested hypotheses and their outcomes as presented in Table 4 (see Figure 2).

EL4

\\ \ GIB 7 ELS / /

0.634 p748

0.801 0.850 0.831

SLF_" RL2
il\g.;rgg fﬂ.?Sd/"
513 0.866 0.888 RL3
0.785 0.890
Sl4 4—0.734 0.788—» RL4
«— 0.876 IJ.SIJE._____‘
SLS 0.697 0.903 RLS

o 0731 0.349 0786

SL6 / 0.287 0.545 \ RL6

5L7 RL7

0.750 0827 0344 0.745 0812 0.674 0.835

NN

IE4 IES

Figure 2. Statistical findings.
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Table 4. Research Hypothesis Results.
P-value
Hypotheses T statistics Path Coefficients (B) R2 Decision
(P <0.05)
RL ->1E 13.814 0.545 0.000 H1: Accepted
EL ->1IE 9.334 0.349 0.000 0.756 | H2: Accepted
SL ->1E 6.775 0.287 0.000 H3: Accepted

H1: There is a positive role for rational leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.

This hypothesis was supported by the results (T-statistics = 13.814; P < 0.05 = 0.000; path
coefficient ((3) = 0.545). This indicates that rational leadership (RL) has a statistically significant and
positive impact on institutional excellence (IE). The high T-value confirms the strength and reliability
of the relationship, while the very low P-value (< 0.001) suggests that the observed effect is not due
to chance.

Moreover, the path coefficient (3 = 0.545) reflects a strong direct influence of rational leadership
on institutional excellence, highlighting it as a key driver in achieving institutional excellence within
the context studied. Among the Smart leadership dimensions examined, this result suggests that
rational leadership is a critical factor that contributes significantly to the overall advancement and
performance of the institution.

H2: There is a positive role for emotional leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.

This hypothesis was supported by the results (T-statistics = 9.334; P <0.05 = 0.000; path coefficient
(B) = 0.349). This indicates that emotional leadership (EL) has a statistically significant and positive
impact on institutional excellence (IE). The relatively high T-value reinforces the robustness of the
relationship, and the extremely low P-value confirms that this effect is highly significant and unlikely
to have occurred by chance.

Furthermore, the path coefficient (f = 0.349) also indicates that emotional leadership comes in
second place, and suggests a moderate but meaningful positive influence of emotional leadership on
institutional excellence. This implies that the ability of leaders to manage emotions, build strong
interpersonal relationships, and foster a positive emotional climate within the institution contributes
notably to improving institutional performance and excellence. Among the smart leadership
dimensions examined in this study, emotional leadership emerges as an essential element that
supports institutional growth by enhancing employee engagement, satisfaction, and organizational
culture.

H3: There is a positive role for spiritual leadership in Advancing institutional excellence.

This hypothesis was supported by the results (T-statistics = 6.775; P <0.05 = 0.000; path coefficient
(B) = 0.287). This indicates that spiritual leadership (SL) has a statistically significant and positive
impact on institutional excellence (IE). The T-value of 6.775 confirms the strength of the relationship,
and the P-value of 0.000 indicates that the effect is highly significant and not due to random chance.

The path coefficient ($ = 0.287) indicates that spiritual leadership comes in third place, and
reflects a moderate positive influence of spiritual leadership on institutional excellence. This suggests
that while spiritual leadership is not the most dominant factor, it still plays a meaningful and
supportive role in advancing institutional excellence. Within the broader framework of smart
leadership, this result highlights the importance of leaders’ spiritual intelligence in fostering a
supportive environment that enhances institutional performance and sustainability.
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9. Discussion and Interpretation of Results

The results of this study illuminate the profound impact that smart leadership has on
institutional excellence across various dimensions, with rational, emotional, and spiritual leadership
all playing integral roles. Rational leadership cultivates an environment grounded in data, facilitating
informed decision-making and boosting organizational effectiveness—an alignment evident in
previous research (Irfan et al., 2022). Emotional leadership enriches interpersonal dynamics within
educational environments, fostering trust and collaboration among both staff and students, a finding
supported by insights into knowledge-oriented leadership (Atif et al., 2025). Spiritual leadership
proves its worth by nurturing a collective vision and shared values among stakeholders, thereby
deepening commitment to the institution's objectives and creating an atmosphere ripe for excellence.
e There is a positive role for rational leadership in institutional excellence by R= 0.545. This can be

explained by the fact that institutional excellence is often linked to the effectiveness of internal
frameworks, policies, and procedures. Rational leadership contributes to optimizing these
elements by fostering a culture of planning, performance measurement, and continuous
improvement. In this context, rational leadership emerges as a core dimension of smart leadership,
facilitating strategic alignment and effective resource management—both of which are essential
for institutional growth and sustainability. These findings are consistent with similar research,
such as studies by Karam and Kitana (2020), which findings indicated that transformational
leadership had the most substantial positive effect. While the study primarily focused on
transformational leadership, it also acknowledged the significance of other styles, including
rational approaches, in enhancing institutional frameworks, policies, and procedures.

e There is a positive role for emotional leadership in institutional excellence by R= 0.349. This can
be attributed to the fact that institutional excellence is not only a function of systems and strategies
but also of people and culture. Emotional leadership enhances organizational climate by
improving communication, boosting morale, and increasing employee engagement. When
employees feel emotionally supported and valued, they are more likely to contribute positively,
remain committed, and align themselves with the institution's goals. These findings align with
contemporary research, such as Strugar Jelaca et al. (2022), which demonstrate that managers’
emotional competencies significantly enhance organizational performance by influencing morale,
employee engagement, and operational effectiveness, Additionally, Kwalipo (2025) emphasizes
the value of emotional intelligence in leadership within higher education, noting that it fosters
trust, collaboration, and continuous improvement. Therefore, emotional leadership stands as a
critical complement to rational leadership, reinforcing a holistic approach to smart leadership that
balances logic with empathy to drive institutional success.

o There is a positive role for spiritual leadership in institutional excellence by R= 0.287. This can be
explained by the fact that spiritual leadership —rooted in values such as vision, altruistic love,
integrity, and a sense of purpose—plays a critical role in creating a deeply committed and value-
driven organizational culture. Such a culture promotes employee well-being, strengthens ethical
practices, and encourages alignment between individual and institutional goals. Leaders who
demonstrate spiritual intelligence tend to foster trust, inspire intrinsic motivation, and promote a
shared sense of purpose —all of which are essential for long-term sustainability and performance.
Within the context of smart leadership, this finding highlights that spiritual leadership
complements rational and emotional dimensions, contributing to a holistic leadership approach.
These results align with prior studies, such as those by Salehzadeh et al. (2015) found that spiritual

leadership significantly influences organizational performance by promoting a sense of calling
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and membership among employees. Similarly, Fry et al. (2016) demonstrated that spiritual
leadership positively affects organizational commitment and productivity, as evidenced in
Baldrige Award-winning organizations, These findings suggest that spiritual leadership fosters
an environment of trust and intrinsic motivation, aligning individual and organizational goals.
While the -correlation coefficient indicates a moderate relationship, it highlights the
complementary role of spiritual leadership alongside rational and emotional leadership

dimensions, contributing to a holistic approach to achieving institutional excellence.

10. Implications for Theory and Practice

The main contribution of this study lies in exploring the role of smart leadership —comprising
rational, emotional, and spiritual leadership—in advancing institutional excellence within higher
education institutions. This study addresses a clear gap in the existing literature, especially in the
context of integrating multi-dimensional leadership models with institutional performance
outcomes. By empirically validating the impact of each leadership dimension, the study offers a
theoretical advancement that enables future researchers to compare and build on these findings
across different institutional and cultural settings.

From a practical perspective, the findings provide valuable insights for university leadership
and administrative bodies. Management teams can utilize these results to develop targeted
leadership development programs that emphasize strategic planning, emotional intelligence, and
spiritual values to enhance institutional effectiveness and sustainability. In addition, the study’s
outcomes can benefit faculty and academic leaders by encouraging a leadership style that promotes
motivation, collaboration, and a shared vision, ultimately contributing to improved teaching quality,
student satisfaction, and institutional competitiveness.

11. Limitations and Suggestions

The researchers encountered several limitations during the course of this study. Firstly, there
was a scarcity of prior empirical studies specifically addressing the role of smart leadership —
encompassing rational, emotional, and spiritual dimensions —in the context of nursing education and
institutional excellence, especially in Saudi environment.

A second limitation concerns the sample size and scope. The study was conducted among
students in a single College of Nursing (North Private College of Nursing), which restricts the
generalizability of the findings. Broader participation across different colleges, institutions, or regions
would allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena. Concentrating on specific
organizations or sectors may obscure broader understandings of smart leadership, as highlighted in
(Mouazen et al., 2023). Additionally, the limited time frame available for data collection posed
constraints on participant recruitment and depth of analysis.

Moreover, cultural and institutional factors inherent to the Saudi educational environment may
have influenced the results as indicated by observations in (Canavesi & Minelli, 2021). As such, the
applicability of the findings to other national or international contexts should be approached with
caution. Variations in leadership styles, organizational structures, and cultural expectations could
lead to different outcomes in other settings.

Future studies are encouraged to replicate this research across diverse academic disciplines and
institutional types to assess the consistency of smart leadership’s impact on institutional excellence.
Longitudinal research would also be valuable in capturing shifts in perception over time. To mitigate
potential response biases such as social desirability or authority influence —especially relevant when
surveying students about institutional leadership—future researchers should ensure anonymity,
diversify data collection methods, and consider triangulating survey data with interviews or
observational techniques.
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12. Conclusions

The aim of this study was to investigate the role of smart leadership —through its dimensions of
rational leadership, emotional leadership, and spiritual leadership—in advancing institutional
excellence in higher education institutions. The study targeted students from North Private College
of Nursing. A quantitative research methodology was adopted, and data were collected through an
online survey distributed via Google Forms. Out of 502 distributed questionnaires, returned, and
valid for analysis. The data were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) through
SmartPLS 4.

The results demonstrated that all three dimensions of smart leadership have a statistically
significant and positive impact on institutional excellence. Rational leadership emerged as the most
influential factor, followed by emotional leadership, and then spiritual leadership. These findings
highlight the multidimensional nature of effective leadership in driving institutional performance
and quality. In conclusion, this study provides valuable insights for institutional leaders and faculty
members, supporting the development of leadership strategies that foster organizational growth,
sustainability, and excellence in the higher education sector.

Final Thoughts on Smart Leadership’s Role in Institutional Excellence

Smart leadership emerges as a foundational paradigm for realizing institutional excellence,
particularly in the context of higher education, which is marked by constant and complex change.
This comprehensive approach to leadership involves various dimensions—rational, emotional, and
spiritual —that collectively enhance the operational core of educational institutions. Numerous
studies, as (Williams et al.,, 2005), and (Saad Alessa, 2021), demonstrate that transformational
leadership is closely associated with improved organizational performance and increased employee
engagement. The essence of smart leadership goes beyond simple decision-making; it focuses on
creating an inclusive environment that motivates every member to contribute their best efforts.

By adopting the principles of servant leadership (as noted in (Irfan et al., 2022), educational
leaders can cultivate a culture that prioritizes the needs of both faculty and students, ultimately
resulting in greater job satisfaction and a stronger commitment to the institution's goals. This
approach aligns with the necessity for continuous adaptation in response to changing student
demographics and societal pressures—highlighting the vital role of innovative teaching strategies
and curricula that respond to community needs.

In summary, smart leadership represents more than just a set of practices; it embodies a
transformative shift toward an adaptive mindset that regards inclusivity and innovation as essential
principles for sustaining excellence within higher education institutions. By integrating traditional
methodologies with contemporary demands, leaders can ensure that their institutions not only
survive but thrive amidst uncertainty.
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