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Abstract

Higher education system to be able to deal with
the missions appropriate to its ecosystem and to
be efficient in providing services to the society,
depends on recognizing the diverse demands of
the society. Understanding society’s demands is
very important because what naturally links the
university institution to society is the university’s
response to society’s existing demands, which
shows itself in the form of alignment between
the university’s supply and society’s demand.
Therefore, this research aimed to identify the di-
mensions and nature of the existing demands for
higher education in the university ecosystem of
Iran. An important contribution of this research is
understanding the demand for higher education
by clarifying its complex and multifaceted nature.
In fact, the findings of this research, by shedding
light on a variety of Iranian society’s demands
from the university institution, prevent us from
reducing these demands to social demand, and in
addition, highlights and conceptualizes two other
types of demand, i.e., the economic demand of
the business sector and the political demand of
the government.

This research was conducted using a basic qual-
itative method based on the study and review of
the lived experience of effective actors and ex-
perts of higher education in Iran. In this regard,
39 people were identified, and the experiences of
23 of them were explored using semi-structured
interviews until reaching theoretical saturation.
Data analysis was done using the qualitative the-
matic analysis method, and the validity of the
findings was checked using techniques such as
data triangulation, independent review, and con-
textual description.

According to the findings, three main themes
were identified in the field of social demand,
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namely the “ladder of livelihood and social sta-
tus”, “ladder of virtue and moral education” and
“ladder of civic participation and social activism”.
As can be expected, for the vast majority of peo-
ple in society, providing the basic and livelihood
needs and then achieving the appropriate social
status is of the highest priority and importance,
which shows itself in the demand for a better job
and a higher economic status. Another important
social demand that has deep historical roots is that
knowledge and learning have intrinsic value for
people. The third theme of social demand, that
is, the university as a “ladder of service and civic
participation”, shows itself in commitment to the
public interests of the country, learning construc-
tive social discussion and social activism aimed at
justice and anti-tyranny.

In the field of economic demand, only one main
theme was obtained from the data analysis, name-
ly “signaling demand and training of technicians
and skilled labor”, which indicated the low level
of economic demand of the Iranian society from
the university institution. The defective economic
structure, the lack of serious competition and the
governmental nature of the country’s economy,
the high share of assembly industries compared
to medium-tech and high-tech industries, have
caused the demand in the country’s economy for
university innovation and technology to be low.

The third category of Iranian society’s demand
for the university is the political demand, which
is often raised by the country’s government and
political system. In this context, six main themes
were identified, including “controlling the critical

LR INY3

functions of the university”, “providing consul-
tancy services”, “promoting the ideology of the
Islamic revolution”, “fundamental transformation
of the humanities”, “leadership of society under
the theory of religious authority” and “providing
an alternative model of development based on
the school of the Islamic revolution”. Findings
showed that some roles of the university are not
desirable for the government and the political sys-
tem, and the government may try to confront and
control them, which can be formulated as a neg-
ative political demand. In this regard, three strat-
egies are taken regarding the university, which
are ignoring, ornamental use and controlling the
critical functions of the university. On the other
hand, other political demands are less challenging
and controversial and are accepted and supported
within the framework of the principles and values
of the government.

In the end, it seems that the historical separa-
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tion of the university from its national and local
ecosystem, and the aforementioned identity cri-
sis for the Iranian university can be a result of the
negative political demand and the insignificant
economic demand of the Iranian society from the
university. These have caused the university to
gradually redefine itself in the absence of these
two basic, directional and legitimizing demands
and by engaging in other demands, practically
lose a part of its organic and systematic relations
with the ecosystem and to some extent, its educa-
tion and research to alienated from the industrial,
agricultural, service issues of the country.
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