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Abstract

Financial autonomy is recognized as one of
the most crucial prerequisites for transforming
higher education systems and reducing
dependency on government funds. This
autonomy can enhance productivity, improve
research and educational performance,
and increase universities’ adaptability to
environmental changes. However, public
universities in Iran face numerous challenges
in achieving this goal. This study aims to
identify the barriers to achieving financial
autonomy in Iranian public universities and
propose policy solutions to address the existing
challenges. The research adopts a qualitative
approach, including a systematic literature
review, content analysis of development plans,
and empirical data collection from academic
experts and university administrators.

This research is qualitative in nature and
employs a multi-stage methodology: (1) a
systematic literature review using the PRISMA
protocol, (2) content analysis of national
development plans and the Law on Permanent
Provisions of Development Programs, and (3)
thematic coding of interviews and expert focus
group discussions. The conceptual framework
is based on six dimensions of financial
autonomy: governance and management,
financial aspects, accountability and quality
assurance, macroeconomic and political
factors, resource management and allocation,
and institutional competitiveness.
Findingsreveal thatdespiterecurring legislative
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efforts—particularly Article 1 of the Law on
Permanent Provisions—financial autonomy
in Iran has largely been reduced to fiscal self-
reliance, with limited authority delegated to
universities for strategic financial decision-
making. Several institutional and policy-level
barriers persist. These include vague legal
frameworks, limited authority of university
boards of trustees, rigid and bureaucratic
financial processes, insufficient performance-
based budgeting mechanisms, over-reliance on
government allocations and tuition fees, and
inadequate engagement with the private sector
and industry. Additionally, macroeconomic
instability, restrictive employment laws,
and fragmented accountability frameworks
undermine universities’ capacity to become
financially autonomous entities.
The study reveals that, within Iranian
development plans, the policy focus has
disproportionately =~ emphasized  revenue
diversification—often interpreted as shifting
financial burdens to universities—rather
than enabling systemic reforms to empower
university  leadership and  restructure
governance. Many critical enablers of
autonomy, such as performance-based
resource allocation, entrepreneurial capacity-
building, and stakeholder-inclusive financial
governance, remain absent from these plans.
The content analysis identified significant
policy gaps. For example, while development
programs encourage income generation
through endowments and partnerships with
the private sector, there are no corresponding
provisions to support long-term financial
planning, incentivize entrepreneurial
governance, or streamline performance
evaluation mechanisms. Moreover, although
development plans mention legal exceptions
allowing universities to operate outside
standard public finance regulations, these
exceptions are not effectively operationalized
due to conflicting bureaucratic procedures and
regulatory overlap.

Based on a synthesis of the empirical evidence

and policy analysis, this study proposes a

multi-dimensional policy package to improve

financial autonomy in public universities.

These recommendations include:

1. Governance and Management Reform:
Strengthen the autonomy and operational
authority of boards of trustees by revising
outdated legal statutes. Clarify the roles

and responsibilities between university
councils, trustees, and ministries. Promote
institutional ~ leadership ~ development
programs focused on financial management
and entrepreneurial governance.

2. Performance-Based  Budgeting and
Resource Allocation: Introduce robust
and transparent performance indicators tied
to research output, teaching quality, and
societal impact. Develop financial models
that allow for differentiated budgeting
based on the capacity and strategic goals of
each institution.

3. Diversification of Financial Resources:
Encourage universities to  establish
technology transfer offices, spin-off
companies, endowment funds, and industry
partnerships.

4. Quality Assurance and Accountability:
Establish independent national accreditation
and auditing agencies to ensure consistent
quality control. Revise accreditation
standards to reflect the financial autonomy
of universities and link them with outcome-
based evaluation metrics.

5. Gradual Implementation and Risk
Mitigation: Adopt a phased approach
to granting financial autonomy, starting
with pilot universities. Ensure adequate
monitoring, policy learning, and feedback
mechanisms to allow for course corrections
during implementation.

6. Institutional Competitiveness: Foster
local and regional partnerships to enable
universities to align their programs with
labor market needs. Increase institutional
flexibility in curriculum development,
faculty recruitment, and investment in
research infrastructure.

In addition to policy recommendations, the
study also maps the relationship between
legal provisions across Iran’s seven national
development plans and the six dimensions
of financial autonomy. This mapping shows
that while certain areas—such as income
generation and deregulation—have received
attention, others such as capacity-building,
quality assurance, and decentralized decision-
making remain underdeveloped. For example,
only a few articles in the development plans
address resource allocation transparency,
stakeholder engagement, and quality metrics,
while the bulk of policy discourse is centered
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on financial independence from the state.

The findings underscore a disconnect between
policy intent and institutional readiness.
Despite formal legislation advocating for
autonomy, in practice universities remain
entangled in complex administrative structures
and lack the tools, incentives, and authority to
effectively manage their finances. Furthermore,
development plans do not sufficiently
differentiate among universities with varying
capacities and regional mandates, leading
to one-size-fits-all policies that undermine
performance and innovation.

In sum, the study argues that financial
autonomy should not be equated with financial
disengagement by the state. Rather, it should
be reframed as a governance transformation
that enhances institutional agency, promotes
public accountability, and aligns higher
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education with national development priorities.
Achieving this vision requires a paradigm
shift from compliance-based oversight to
performance-based empowerment.

This research contributes to both academic and
policy discourse by offering a comprehensive,
empirically  grounded  framework  for
understanding and operationalizing financial
autonomy in public universities. It also
provides a replicable methodology for
analyzing the policy-institution interface in
other contexts. The insights presented herein
can assist legislators, university leaders, and
policymakers in formulating more nuanced
and contextually relevant strategies for
transforming Iran’s higher education financing
model in alignment with global trends and
national needs.
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