EPS

Research Paper

Journal Educational Planning Studies Volume 15. Issue 30. winter. 2027. Pages 27 to 49.

Identifying Challenges and Strategies for Enhancing Research
Effectiveness in The field of education in Iran

Mohammad Eslahi

!, Abolghasem Naderi “* % Ghasem Azadi Ahmadabadi "

1. Postdoctoral Researcher in Higher Education, Department of Educational Management and Planning,
Faculty of Psychology and Education, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran
2. Professor of Education Economics, Faculty of Psychology and Education, University of Tehran, Tehran,

Iran,

3. Assistant Professor, Policy Evaluation and Science, Technology and Innovation Monitoring
Department, National Research Institute for Science Policy (NRISP), Tehran, Iran.

d 10.22080 /eps.2026.32123.2432

Received:

June 17, 2026
Accepted:
August 17, 2026
Available online:
March 6, 2027

Keywords:
Effectiveness of
Academic Research,
Educational Planning,
Challenges of
Academic Research,
Educational
Policymaking,

Research Governance

Abstract

Aim: Despite significant scientific outputs, many university studies in the field of
education have had no tangible impact on policymaking and the performance of the
educational system. The aim of the present study is to identify the factors and policy
mechanisms affecting the effectiveness of university research in the field of
education in Iran.

Methodology: This research is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms
of approach, employing an interpretive phenomenological design. Data were
collected through open-ended, semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in the
field of education and research effectiveness, and analyzed using the six-stage
thematic analysis method proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). To ensure the
trustworthiness of the data, strategies such as data triangulation, member checking,
and peer debriefing were employed.

Results: The findings revealed that the factors and policy mechanisms influencing
the effectiveness of university research in the field of education are categorized into
two main dimensions: "intra-university factors" (including researchers' individual
competencies, scientific-technical infrastructure, and structural-managerial
factors) and ‘“extra-university factors" (including contextual-environmental,
economic, and political factors), along with their respective sub-components.
Additionally, in response to the second research question, corresponding policy
implications and strategies tailored to each challenge were identified and presented.
Conclusions and Suggestions: The findings suggest that leveraging the scientific
capacities of universities will facilitate the implementation of educational planning
transformation policies, enhance the quality of decision-making within the
educational system, improve mechanisms for funding and allocating research
resources, streamline policymaking in this domain, and encourage researchers to
pay greater attention to the applicability and effectiveness of their research findings.
Innovation and Originality: Unlike previous studies that have examined
endogenous or exogenous factors in isolation, this study, by presenting a systemic
model of positive and negative feedbacks, demonstrates that research effectiveness
is the outcome of the co-evolution of the incentive system, institutional demand, and
the social capital of trust in science—a finding that opens a new horizon for systemic
reforms in the governance of education in Iran.
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Introduction

In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, the efficacy of academic research is a critical driver
of sustainable development. While higher education systems worldwide have undergone significant
quantitative expansion since the 1980s, this massification has often overshadowed the qualitative and
practical impact of scientific outputs, with efficiency gains potentially compromising genuine
effectiveness. In Iran, despite notable achievements in scientific production—ranking 57th globally in
research inputs and 13th in certain outputs—the Global Knowledge Index (GKI, 2021) reveals a stark
paradox: Iran ranks 139th in the impact of knowledge on policy, economy, and society. This
discrepancy is alarmingly pronounced in the field of educational sciences. Although the country hosts
numerous faculties, research institutes, and upstream documents emphasizing the application of
research in the formal education system, empirical evidence indicates that university research has
insufficient practical effectiveness in addressing the real needs of the educational governance
ecosystem. This gap is rooted in systemic dysfunctions within both the internal structure of academia
and its external environment. Accordingly, this study seeks to answer two primary questions: (1) What
are the main challenges and barriers to the effectiveness of educational sciences research in Iran?
and (2) What policy mechanisms and strategies can enhance the effectiveness of this research, as
perceived by domain experts and policymakers?

Methodology

This research is applied in purpose and adopts a qualitative approach grounded in interpretive
phenomenology, focusing on the lived experiences and subjective interpretations of key experts in
the field. The study population included specialists in educational research effectiveness, higher
education policy experts, and experienced administrators from the Ministry of Education and
research councils. Using a purposive sampling strategy, semi-structured, in-depth, and open-ended
interviews were conducted with 15 key informants until theoretical saturation was achieved. The
interviews explored participants' perceptions of barriers, facilitators, and actionable strategies. Data
analysis was performed using the six-stage thematic analysis method proposed by Braun and Clarke
(2006), which involves: (1) familiarization with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for
themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the final report. To
ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings, several rigor-enhancing strategies were
employed: data triangulation by incorporating both academic and executive experts, member
checking (participants reviewed their transcripts), peer debriefing (external researchers reviewed the
coding process), and re-coding by two independent analysts to ensure intercoder reliability
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).

Findings

The thematic analysis yielded a comprehensive framework categorizing the influencing factors into
two overarching dimensions: Intra-university and Extra-university factors, each containing three
sub-dimensions.

First, Intra-university factors (rooted in the academic context) include:

(@) Researchers' individual competencies—encompassing problem-identification  skills,
methodological proficiency, language and writing capabilities, and adherence to research ethics—
which were identified as crucial yet often underdeveloped due to the prevailing incentive structures;
(b) Scientific-technical infrastructure—involving limited research budgets, restricted access to
international databases and journals (exacerbated by sanctions), outdated laboratory and software
equipment, and insufficient support for fieldwork; and

(c) Structural and managerial factors—which were highlighted as the most critical internal barrier,
including the quantitative and publication-oriented faculty promotion bylaws, the absence of an
integrated research management system, the lack of a centralized research agenda aligned with
national educational priorities, and the severe disconnect between academic research and the
operational levels of the education system (i.e., schools and local administrations).
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Second, Extra-university factors (originating from the broader socio-political environment) include:
(@) Contextual-environmental factors—characterized by low societal demand for science-based
solutions, limited academic freedom and institutional autonomy, and the negative impacts of
international sanctions on scientific collaboration and resource access;

(b) Economic factors—including the minimal share of GDP allocated to research, heavy over-reliance
on volatile government budgets, inadequate financial incentives for postdoctoral researchers and
startup incubators, and the absence of a competitive funding model that prioritizes demand-driven
projects; and

(c) Political factors—such as highly centralized educational governance, frequent political interference
in research agendas and priorities, the lack of systematic and institutionalized networking between
universities and policymaking bodies (e.g., the Supreme Council of Education), and the short-term
political cycles that undermine long-term research planning.

Moreover, the study extracted a set of policy implications and practical strategies corresponding to
each challenge. For instance, to address structural barriers, participants recommended revising
promotion and tenure regulations toward problem-oriented and impact-based criteria; to tackle
economic issues, they suggested establishing independent and sustained research funding lines in the
national budget; and to bridge the academia-policymaking gap, they proposed creating intermediary
institutions (such as "knowledge brokers" or "research-policy liaison offices") that can translate
academic findings into actionable policy language and facilitate continuous dialogue between
researchers and decision-makers.

Conclusion

The study concludes that transitioning from a paradigm focused on sheer quantitative output to one
that prioritizes research effectiveness, social accountability, and practical problem-solving is not
merely an option but an imperative for Iran's educational governance. The current ecosystem suffers
from a "cycle of disconnection," wherein researchers are incentivized to produce for international
journals rather than for national needs, while policymakers lack the mechanisms and culture to
demand and utilize local evidence. To break this cycle, the study advocates for a systemic reform
agenda: revising faculty promotion bylaws, creating dedicated and stable research funds, establishing
knowledge-brokerage institutions, enhancing scientific diplomacy to mitigate sanctions effects, and
fostering a culture of "science-belief" and evidence-informed decision-making among all
stakeholders. Ultimately, the effectiveness of educational sciences research depends on the co-
evolution of academic incentives, institutional structures, and political will.
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