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Introduction: Society-driven research aims to address society's real needs and is
rooted in the shift from Mode 1 to Mode 2 knowledge production. Despite the
emphasis of Iranian upstream policy documents on problem-oriented research, a
deep gap persists between universities' research priorities and societal needs.
Prior studies have largely examined these barriers as a list of disconnected factors
at a single analytical level, without explaining the mechanism through which they
are linked and reproduced. This study aims to explain the barriers to society-
driven research in Iranian public universities from the perspective of academic
research system experts, within a multi-level framework. The general question is
at which levels these barriers reside and through what pathways they reinforce
one another.

Methodology: The study adopted a qualitative design with a reflexive thematic
analysis strategy. The research population comprised experts, policymakers and
senior managers of the national academic research system, and purposive
sampling was used. Inclusion criteria were at least five years of experience in the
research system, managerial or policymaking experience, and familiarity with the
concept of society-driven research. Twenty analytical cases were examined,
combining in-depth semi-structured interviews with policymakers and senior
research managers, and written structured interviews with faculty members.
Disciplinary, gender, academic rank and organizational diversity were considered
in sampling, and the number of cases was determined by theoretical saturation.
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Analysis followed Braun and Clarke's six-phase framework, and coding was
carried out by three researchers; discrepancies were resolved through comparison
meetings and collective agreement, and calculating an intercoder agreement
coefficient was deliberately avoided as incongruent with the logic of reflexive
analysis. Coding was performed by using MAXQDA software.

Main Findings: The analysis yielded five main themes and twenty-eight sub-
themes organized across three levels. At the institutional and governance level,
three main themes emerged: the absence of coordinated governance and a trans-
sectoral body, the inefficiency of the evaluation and promotion system, and
supply-driven priority setting. Participants stated that the central gap lies not in
legislation but in the absence of a responsible coordinating body. At the
organizational level, the theme of misalignment between university structures and
processes was identified, encompassing discipline-based structures, internal
competition over resources, passivity of community and industry liaison offices,
financial and contractual bureaucracy, and the absence of a demand-brokerage
mechanism. At the individual level, the theme of orientation toward low-risk
outputs emerged, in which the selection of publication-yielding topics, negative
labelling of applied work, and a survival rationality played central roles. The
identified Model shows that these barriers form a causal chain from the
institutional to the individual level, whereby institutional pressure is translated
into individual choices through the organizational level. A counter-theme also
emerged: willingness to engage with society existed among academics, and what
was missing was the opportunity and reward structure.

Discussion and Conclusions: Barriers to society-driven research are systemic in
nature and can be explained through a three-level causal model. In this model,
two institutional themes, the absence of coordinated governance and the
inefficiency of the evaluation system, stand at the origin of the chain and generate
supply-driven priority setting. This pressure spills over to the organizational level
and entrenches the misalignment of university structures and processes; its
combined effect then materializes at the individual level, pushing faculty
members toward low-risk outputs. Three further findings complete this picture.
First, distrust between universities and policymakers proved mutual:
policymakers draw on their experience of universities' organizational
performance, while academics point to perceived unfairness in evaluation and
allocation; a specification that turns distrust from a cultural into a behavioural and
actionable variable. Second, the inversion of research logic and the negative
labelling of applied work are the conceptual additions of this study; the latter
reveals a cultural and professional dimension seldom reported internationally,
showing that society-driven work also carries a symbolic cost. Third,



distinguishing scarcity from mismanagement of resources shows the financial
challenge is a governance issue, and increasing budgets without reforming
allocation mechanisms will not change research orientation. The theoretical
contribution is the move from describing barriers to explaining their reproduction,
while the counter-theme shows the bottleneck does not lie at the individual level.
Reform must therefore be implemented simultaneously across all three levels,
since single-level intervention is neutralized by pressure from the others.

Keywords: Society-driven research, Research governance, Faculty promotion
system, Transdisciplinary research, Universities, [ran



