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ABSTRACT

The realization of fourth-generation universities in Iran has evolved beyond a merely
formal aspiration into an unavoidable governance necessity, emphasizing a
commitment to social responsibility in addressing societal problems and generating
public good. This paradigmatic shift, through a critical reassessment of traditional
academic performance and institutional passivity toward the protection of public
rights, necessitates a reconsideration of existing practices to restore the university’s
societal authority and prevent the erosion of its intrinsic identity. Adopting a
qualitative approach, the present study seeks to examine and explain the barriers
facing the establishment of fourth-generation university models within Iran’s higher
education ecosystem. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
24 higher education experts, selected through purposive sampling and continued
until theoretical saturation was reached. Then, we analyzed data trough thematic
analysis. The trustworthiness of the findings has been ensured through rigorous
adherence to Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four evaluation criteria in the qualitative
analysis of experts’ perspectives. The data analysis led to the identification of 164
codes, 25 sub-themes, and 8 main themes, reflecting a wide spectrum of barriers
hindering the realization of fourth-generation universities in Iran. The main themes
identified include: centralized governance and limited institutional autonomy;
inefficiencies in mission orientation and accountability; the dominance of
guantitative and publication-based performance evaluation systems; institutional
inertia and weak capacity for transformation; the weakening of professional ethics
and social responsibility; ecosystem isolation and weak linkages between
universities, industry, and society; limited capacity for value creation and knowledge
commercialization; and weak networking and scientific diplomacy.

Keywords: Fourth-generation universities; Higher education governance; Problem-
orientation; Social responsibility; Geography of responsibility

Cite this Article: Kiani, M. & Dehghanpour-Farashah, A. (2026). Analyzing the Barriers to Realize
Fourth-Generation Universities in Iran’s Higher Education Ecosystem.
Educational Leadership Research, 10(39), 33-74.
https://doi.org/10.22054/jrlat.2026.92036.1943

© 2026 by The author(s) retain the copyright
Publisher: Allameh Tabataba'i University Press
DOI: https://doi.org/10.22054/jrlat.2026.92036.1943



https://journals.atu.ac.ir/
https://journals.atu.ac.ir/
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5143-8778
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4248-6884
https://doi.org/10.22054/jrlat.2026.92036.1943
https://doi.org/10.22054/jrlat.2026.92036.1943
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Homepage: https://jrlat.atu.ac.ir/

34 | Educational Leadership Research, 10(39), 2026

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The rapid technological advancements, globalization, and the expansion of
the knowledge-based economy in recent decades have fundamentally altered
the functions of universities. Moving beyond the traditional paradigms of
merely transferring knowledge (first-generation), conducting research
(second-generation), and commercializing knowledge (third-generation), the
contemporary higher education landscape demands the emergence of fourth-
generation universities. This paradigmatic shift requires universities to act as
central hubs in multi-level governance, interacting constructively with
government, industry, civil society, and the environment to produce public
good, solve complex societal issues, and create social value. The realization
of fourth-generation universities in Iran has evolved beyond a merely formal
aspiration into an unavoidable governance necessity. However, the Iranian
higher education ecosystem faces structural, institutional, and cultural
barriers that hinder this transition. Traditional academic performance,
institutional passivity, and a centralized bureaucratic structure necessitate a
critical reassessment of existing practices to restore the university’s societal
authority. Therefore, identifying and analyzing these barriers is a critical step
toward redefining the university as the engine of national development.

Research Question

The fundamental research question guiding this study is: What are the main
barriers hindering the realization of fourth-generation universities in Iran’s
higher education ecosystem?

Literature Review

The evolution of universities is deeply rooted in the transition of innovation
models. While the Triple Helix model emphasizes the interaction among
universities, industry, and government (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000), the
Quintuple Helix model integrates civil society and the environment as central
actors in the innovation process, which is the cornerstone of the fourth-
generation university paradigm (Carayannis et al., 2022). In this context,
universities transform from introverted organizations into multi-stakeholder,
platform-based institutions focused on sustainability and social impact.
International literature highlights the necessity of universities acting as
orchestrators of regional innovation ecosystems (Bogers et al., 2026) and the
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importance of civil society collaboration (Morawska et al., 2024). In the
Iranian context, while some studies have identified the prerequisites for
fourth-generation universities (Azar, 2021) and the challenges of university-
industry relations (Dehghanpour-Farashah & Babaei, 2024), there is a
significant gap in comprehensively analyzing the structural, institutional, and
managerial barriers within a highly centralized higher education system. This
study aims to address this conceptual reductionism by providing a systemic
approach.

Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative approach with an inductive methodology
to explore the phenomenon comprehensively. The data collection was
conducted through semi-structured interviews with 24 higher education
experts who possessed comprehensive systemic knowledge of higher
education governance. Participants were selected using purposive sampling
based on expertise and lived experience in higher education policymaking.
The interview process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the
Attride-Stirling (2001) framework through the stages of text reduction,
exploration, and integration. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings,
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four evaluative criteria (credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability) were strictly applied.
Furthermore, the inter-coder reliability was calculated using Holsti’s
coefficient, yielding a strong reliability of 81%, alongside a test-retest
reliability of 89%.

Results

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data resulted in the extraction of 164
basic codes, 25 sub-themes, and 8 main overarching themes that represent the
complex spectrum of barriers to establishing fourth-generation universities in
Iran.

1. Centralized governance and limited institutional autonomy: The
dominance of centralized structures strips universities of their institutional
agency, limiting academic freedom and rendering them as mere executive
units of state directives.

2. Inefficiencies in mission orientation and accountability: There is a
profound misalignment between academic outputs and the actual socio-
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economic needs of the country, exacerbated by a lack of regional planning
(Amayesh) considerations.

3. Dominance of quantitative and publication-driven performance
evaluation systems: The prevailing academic reward system prioritizes paper
publication over the practical resolution of real-world problems, distancing
faculty members from societal engagement.

4. Institutional inertia and weak capacity for transformation: Resistance
to change, rigid bureaucratic structures, and an outdated curriculum prevent
the university from adaptation to the fluid nature of open innovation.

5. Weakening of professional ethics and social responsibility: A decline
in professional ethics and a lack of advocacy for public rights and vulnerable
populations have diminished the university’s role as a societal watchdog.

6. Ecosystem isolation and weak linkages between universities, industry,
and society: The absence of intermediary institutions and weak
communication skills have isolated universities from civil society and local
communities.

7. Limited capacity for wvalue creation and knowledge
commercialization: The lack of risk capital, poor marketing of scientific
services, and incomplete value chains prevent the successful
commercialization of ideas.

8. Weak networking and scientific diplomacy: Legal obstacles, lack of
intellectual property protection, and geopolitical isolation hinder international
collaborations and scientific diplomacy.

Discussion

The findings reveal that Iranian universities suffer from severe “path
dependency.” While they have physically expanded and quantitatively
increased their scientific outputs (e.g., articles and degrees), they have
experienced strategic atrophy regarding social impact. The dominance of a
quantitative paradigm has marginalized academic autonomy, reducing
universities from critical engines of development to passive administrative
units. This ecological isolation has led to a deep erosion of the social capital
of the knowledge institution. The results align with studies by Compagnucci
and Spigarelli (2020), emphasizing the need to reform evaluation systems to
fulfill the university’s third mission, and echo local studies (Kahrazahi et al.,
2025; Sabagh & Moshtari, 2025) criticizing the paper-driven evaluation
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system. Overcoming this requires transitioning from theoretical isolation to
active engagement in the societal ecosystem, redefining the university’s
mission around solving macro and local problems rather than merely issuing
formal degrees.

Conclusion

The realization of fourth-generation universities in Iran requires a systemic
overhaul rather than superficial adjustments. The core challenge lies not in
the lack of technical knowledge but in governance bottlenecks and
institutional inertia. To facilitate this transition, policymakers must
decentralize higher education governance, redefine faculty evaluation criteria
to reward social impact and commercialization, establish robust intermediary
bodies to connect academia with industry and civil society, and actively
promote international scientific diplomacy. Without these fundamental
structural and cultural reforms, the Iranian higher education system will
remain trapped in bureaucratic isolation, unable to fulfill its crucial role in
national development and social responsibility.
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2. Holsti’s Coefficient of Reliability
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