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Abstract
Over recent years, policy change explanation has grown into a topic of interest among
scholars. Accordingly, various frameworks, theories, and models have been introduced
to explain policy change through proposing different causal mechanisms to clarify
policy change not necessarily aligned. This paper aimed to investigate the Act of Goals,
Functions, and Structure of the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology
(MSRT) in Iran as an important and radical policy change in the fields of science,
research, and technology (SRT). Moreover, there were attempts to identify causes of
policy change. This paper had contributions to practitioners and researchers studying in
the fields of SRT as well as those involved in promoting policy change.
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Introduction

Understanding policy change is one of the important topics in policy process literature,
which has thus far attracted scholars’ attention to “Why and how policy change
occurs?” and “Why some public issues remain unchanged for a long time or suddenly
change dramatically?” (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Donnelly and Hogan 2012;
Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993; McBeth et al. 2007; Pralle 2003; Mintrom and
Norman 2009; Blomquist 2007; Heikkila et al. 2014; Gerring 2007). For this reason,
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most theoretical frameworks and numerous empirical studies have sought, in recent
decades, to explain how policies change. Three of these prominent theoretical frame-
works are the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) by Sabatier (1988), John
Kingdon’s multiple-streams framework (MSF) (1993), and Baumgartner and Jones’
punctuated equilibrium theory (PET) (1993), offering important explanatory insights to
policy change understanding.

As a powerful theory, John Kingdon’s MSF (1993) elucidates policy change,
especially agenda-setting theory. In view of that, there are three mostly independent
processes i.e., a problem stream, a policy stream, and a politics stream, whose coupling
produces dramatic changes. Policy entrepreneurs also play an active role in this respect
(Schlager and Blomquist 1996). As well, the ACF developed by Sabatier (1988)
underlines major actors and other elements in policy change process. Accordingly,
policy change, occurring over a decade or more, represents a function of interactions
between competing advocacy coalitions within a policy subsystem, consisting of actors
from public and private organizations, actively concerned with a policy issue. It also
changes perturbations external to a subsystem e.g., in socioeconomic conditions and
effects of relatively stable system parameters such as constitutional rules and basic
social structure. Advocacy coalitions convene actors within a policy subsystem. These
coalitions are made up of individuals sharing a particular belief system, indicating a
significant degree of coordinated activity over time (Knaggard 2015). Likewise, the
PET concentrates on explaining why public policies tend to be characterized by long
periods of stability punctuated by short periods of radical change. In this regard,
Baumgartner and Jones describe stability or equilibrium as policy monopolies, com-
prised of both institutional venues (that is, institutions or groups in a society have
authority and influence to make decisions), a policy image (i.e., how a policy is
understood), or a shared understanding of a particular policy problem. Based on this
model, change in policy monopoly causes policy change (Baumgartner et al. 2014).

These frameworks have significant contribution to explain policy change. According
to them, policies change more likely if some events are highlighted; however, each one
proposes different causal mechanisms to explain policy change not necessarily aligned.
For kingdon Policy changes occur when policy entrepreneurs are successful in linking
solutions to emerging problems. In Sabatier’s theory, when advocacy coalitions are
formed to influence policy-making and change policies. Also, in Baumgartner and
Jones’s theory, Policy change occurs when policy issues go beyond from the subsystem
level to the super system level. Whereas, this research aimed to investigate the Act of
Goals, Functions, and Structure of the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology
(MSRT) in Iran as an important and radical policy change and this change has been
experienced in the different context in terms of social, economic, cultural and political
attributes, the authors utilized an inductive approach to response research questions and
describe the main incentives of change. That why such a change was raised on the
public agenda and, why the Act was passed? What causes led to this policy change?
How was the process of policy change? For this purpose, firstly, the history of changes
in the structure and administration of the MSRT were discussed. Therefore, a compre-
hensive analysis and a description of policy change process were provided. Relying on
data gathered, important factors and events affecting policy change are explained. This
study could be of great help to practitioners and researchers studying in the fields of
SRT as well as those interested in promoting policy change.
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History of Changes in Structure and Administration of the MSRT

The idea of establishing a comprehensive university was initially raised in 1928,
leading to foundation of Tehran University in 1934 wherein the university council, as
an important executive body, undertook educational and curriculum planning. With the
increasing number of universities and higher education institutions, the Act of estab-
lishing Universities Central Council in December 1965, the Act for establishment of the
Ministry of Science and Higher Education in 1967, and the Law for the Board of
Trustees of State Institutions of Higher Education were approved in 1971 (Azizi 2006).

In 1974, the first general reform was performed in higher education entitled “the Act
to amend establishment of the MSRT” and “the Act to amend some provisions of the
Board of Trustees of the State Scientific Institution”. The most serious change was thus
submission of “the university autonomy Act” to the National Parliament of Iran in
1978, which was not put into effect.

After the Islamic Revolution, the Board of Trustees of State Institutions of Higher
Education was dissolved and replaced by a three-person committee. In 1978, the
Ministry of Culture and Higher Education was formed by merging the Ministry of
Science and Higher Education with the Ministry of Culture and Art. Following the
Cultural Revolution, the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution in 1980 was
established as an important policy-maker institution in this area (Frasatkhah 2002).
With the revival of the Act of Board of Trustees in 1991, changes were additionally
made in the administration of universities; however, the effects of these rules were not
practically significant (Davari Ardakani 2003).

Numerous events occurred in the higher education system, up to 1997, such as
establishment of universities and several educational institutions i.e., the Islamic Azad
University (IAU) (1982), Payame Noor University (PNU) (1988), and the University of
Applied Science and Technology (UAST) (1993), as well as separation of medical
education (1985), etc. However, no specific changes, aimed at structural and manage-
rial reform, took place within this ministry. The issue of revision of the higher
education system was put on the government agenda in 1993 and several research
activities were conducted in this area e.g. the proposal for revisions in higher education
(1994). The establishment of the University Board of Trustees was also passed in the
Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution in 1997 (the Act of Combination of the
Board of Trustees of Universities and Institutions of Higher Education and Research
1997). Gradually, investigation and revision in the structure and administration of
higher education were seriously discussed in order to promote scientific and techno-
logical positions (Priorities of the Minister of Science 1997). According to the Law of
the Third Five-Year Economic, Social, Cultural, and Political Development Plan, the
government focused on making fundamental changes in this area e.g. the Ministry of
Culture and Higher Education was renamed as the Ministry of Science, Research, and
Technology (so-called the MSRT). In accordance with Article 99 of this program, this
ministry was commissioned to undertake planning, supporting, assessing, monitoring,
analyzing, and formulating policies and strategic priorities in the fields of science and
technology and to implement necessary reforms in its goals, functions, and structure in
order to match administration and policy-making in the scientific system of Iran. Some
structural issues regarding higher education sector in this Act have been lack of
authority, inflexibility in higher education system and affiliated institutions to respond
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quickly to changing needs of society, no cohesion, harmony, and stability in higher
education policies, multiplicity of decision-making centers, and absence of a compre-
hensive and efficient system for evaluation and monitoring (Noorozzadeh et al. 2009).

After the announcement of the Third Five-Year Economic, Social, Cultural, and
Political Development Plan in May 2000, the Ministry of Culture and Higher Education
was renamed as the MSRT. Subsequently, the Secretariat of the Council was
established in 1999 that was in charge of organizing activities in this field. The
Secretariat of Structure Reform was also established at the Institute for Research and
Planning affiliated to the MSRT, and it was given the responsibility of drafting the
structure reform bill (Malekiyar and Tabatabaiyan 2000).

To fulfill the assigned functions, the Secretariat of the Council formed two expert
groups composed of faculty members of headquarters and academic experts along with
affiliated research centers. In total, 43 sessions were held to adjust the proposed drafts
as well as the agenda of the Council meetings (Draft for the Act of Goals, Functions,
and Structure of the MSRT, 2000).

Furthermore, committees were formed under the supervision of Restructuring
Council Deputy, which undertook functions in the area of preparing the draft bill.
Along with holding expert meetings and discussions for expert support, the Secretariat
of the Council studied research conducted in recent years as well as rules and
regulations of higher education and universities in other countries, science and research
policy-making in the world, plus expert decisions and recommendations of specialized
international organizations and institutions.

Accordingly, in drafting the bill, the Secretariat of the Council took some important
actions. First, the draft bill was formed in collaboration with officials of the ministry,
university chancellors, and some scholars and experts in the fields of SRT and the
academic community. Next, the adjusted draft was submitted for discussion, criticism,
and analysis (i.e., survey) to experts, deputy ministers, university chancellors, heads of
research centers and affiliated institutions, heads of state academies, and scientific
associations. By late October, their suggestions and viewpoints were further discussed
and summarized in order to improve and strengthen the text of the draft bill. Finally, in
early 2001, the final draft bill was developed and presented for revision and approval in
the Cabinet of Iran. After almost two months of study and analysis, on July 11, 2001, the
bill for reforming the goals, functions, and structure of the MSRT was approved by the
Cabinet of Iran and then submitted to the Islamic Parliament of Iran on August 19, 2001.

After five months of receiving the bill by the Islamic Parliament of Iran and upon
initial assessment in the Education and Research Commission (ERC), the first public
meeting on the bill assessment was held on December 2, 2001. During this period, the
ERC as the main committee in assessing the bill did extensive studies and inquired of
frequent opinions and views. Ultimately, the bill was submitted to the open session of
the Islamic Parliament of Iran in the first reading following expert discussions and
investigations.

The first reading of assessing the bill of goals, functions, and structure of the MSRT
was finally completed with its own strengths and weaknesses, and the proposal draft
was approved (November 2, 2001) (the First Reading of Open Session Negotiations,
2001). In this session, it was decided that the bill details and its associated problems be
more accurately evaluated by the ERC. The results were also served to all members at
the second reading.
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After the adoption of the outlines of the bill in the first reading of the Islamic
Parliament of Iran, the ERC took a closer look at the bill up to November 2002. The bill
amended by the committee through expert meetings and negotiations (ERC Report to
the Parliament 2002) was discussed with the members in the second reading of the
Islamic Parliament of Iran formed on November 3, 2002. At a meeting on October 29,
2002, up to Article 7 of the bill amendment was approved by the committee and the rest
of the items were postponed to the next session. Finally, six other Articles proposed by
the committee were approved on the same day. The bill was passed after the completion
of the second reading meeting by the Islamic Parliament of Iran and submitted to the
Guardian Council of the Constitution (GCC) for final approval. By reviewing the bill,
the GCC stated its view in the form of 33 objections and returned it to the Islamic
Parliament of Iran.

Most of the objections raised by the GCC to the bill were related to the overlap of
the tasks determined for the Supreme Council of Science, Research, and Technology
with the functions of the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution. From this date
onwards, the bill was returned to the committee to fix the problems addressed by the
GCC. In the committee, the officials particularly the minister and his deputies
attempted to cooperate with the members of the Islamic Parliament of Iran to make
fewer dramatic changes in the content of the bill and maintain its overall objectives.
Following numerous investigations and multiple consultations, on March 17, 2003, the
reforms of the ERC were introduced in part, but it was rejected once again by the GCC
(Ghofrani 2003).

Following the rejection of the bill in the GCC, a five-member committee was formed
by the order of the Supreme Leader in order to study the interference cases of the new
bill of the MSRT with the functions of the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution.
The given committee included the representatives of the Supreme Council of the
Cultural Revolution (two people), the representative of the GCC, the chair of the
ERC as the member of the Islamic Parliament of Iran, and the minister as the
representative of the government. The committee was responsible for deciding on the
segregation of functions in the MSRT and the Supreme Council of the Cultural
Revolution. Meetings were also held on investigating objections of the GCC (6
sessions). The outcome of these meetings was changes in some provisions of the bill
to meet the opinions of the GCC (Approvals of the committee meetings to investigate
the objections of GCC dated to May 13 and 20, 2003, and June 7, 11, 18, 2003 and
June 25, 2003).

With regard to the changes made in the text of the bill based on the decisions made
in the five-member board and failure to meet the opinions of the MSRT, the minister
(namely, Mostafa Moeen) resigned in September 2003. After a while, in October 2003,
Jafar Tofighi (i.e. the deputy minister of education of the former minister) was
appointed as the new minister. The new minister as well as the former one, made lots
of efforts to appeal the idea of the opponents to pass the bill with minimal changes (that
is, activities such as meetings with members of the GCC, members of the ERC of the
Islamic Parliament of Iran, and the members of the Supreme Council of the Cultural
Revolution). At this time, different views were introduced to determine the bill,
referring it to the Expediency Discernment Council of the System, extraditing the bill
by the government, and dereferencing to the five-member committee. Finally, in April
2004, the bill was referred for consideration to the five-member committee once again
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but with a new composition. The committee held a meeting on April 8, 2004, and all
cases of disagreement with the bill were examined and eventually the five-member
committee came to an agreement with some changes in the Bill. On August 6, 2004, the
bill was raised in the open session of the Islamic Parliament of Iran with the changes
that had been made by the Committee on May 5, 2004. After three years, “the Act of
Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT”, with some changes on the bill was
approved (see Table 1: A summary of events associated with policy change).

Table 1 Events related to policy change

Year Events

1993 - Raising the review of the higher education system in the agenda

1994 - Developing the proposal of the review of the higher education system

1997 - Changing the government and raising the review of the higher education system in the agenda once
again (as the priority of the Ministry of Culture and Higher Education)

2000 - Developing the Third Five-Year Economic, Social, Cultural, Political Development Plan, forecasting
the change of the “Ministry of Culture and Higher Education” to the “Ministry of Science, Research,
and Technology (MSRT)”, and assigning the responsibility of coherent administration and
policy-making of the scientific system of Iran to the “MSRT” in accordance with Article 99 of this
program

- Establishing the Secretariat of Structure Reform in the Institute for Research and Planning to develop
the draft bill for “the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT”

- Conducting research and studies to develop the draft via expert meetings as well as analyzing rules
and regulations of higher education systems and universities in other countries

- Researching about recommendations of specialized international organizations and institutions
- Submitting the draft bill to experts, deputy ministers, university chancellors, heads of research centers

and affiliated institutions, heads of state academies, and scientific associations for further
observations

2001 - Developing the final draft bill and raising the bill in the agenda of the Cabinet of Iran
- Studying, analyzing, and approving the bill in the Cabinet of Iran
- Submitting of the bill to the Islamic Parliament of Iran, raising the bill in the agenda of the Islamic

Parliament of Iran, and obtaining the general approval of the bill
- Sending the bill to the ERC to assess and check the details
- Making expert examinations of the bill in the ERC in cooperation with the Parliament Research

Center
- Propounding the ERC’s comments in the second session of the Islamic Parliament of Iran- Approving

the ERC’ comments in the Cabinet of Iran
- Sending the bill to the GCC to confirm
- Receiving oppositions by the GCC and posing 33 objections
- Referring the bill to the ERC
- Examining the bill in the ERC in cooperation with the MSRT

2003 - Putting the ERC’s comments on the agenda of the Islamic Parliament of Iran and approving them
- Submitting the bill to the GCC once again
- Receiving oppositions by the GCC

2003 - Forming the five-member committee composed of two people from the Supreme Council for Cultural
Revolution, one person from the GCC, and two people from the Islamic Parliament of Iran and the
MSRT

- Resigning by the minister due to failure to meet his ideas and appointment of the deputy minister as
new the minister

- Holding multiple meetings to reach an agreement

2004 - Putting the agreed changes on the agenda of the Islamic Parliament of Iran
- Passing of “the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT (2003)”
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Such changes were considered as the most serious reforms in the fields of SRT, and
perhaps as one of the radical changes. The purpose of this paper was to explain the
process of this change and to address the following questions:

1 Why such a change was raised on the agenda and, ultimately, why the Act was
passed?

2 What events led to this policy change? How was the process of policy change?

Methodology

To answer the above questions and to reflect on the factors affecting changes in the Act
of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT, a qualitative analysis approach and a
case study strategy were utilized. The data required in this study were collected from
three main sources i.e., documentation and archived references, reports, as well as news
and interviews. Documentation and archives of references included legal documenta-
tion and organizational documentation. Legal documentation was related to formula-
tion of the Third (2000–2004) and the Fourth (2005–2009) Five-Year Economic,
Social, Cultural, and Political Development Plans, formulation of the Act of Goals,
Functions, and Structure of the MSRT in the ministry or the Islamic Parliament of Iran
and the Government from 1993 to 2004. Besides, organizational documents consisted
of reports, minutes, articles, and other files held in the institutes affiliated to the MSRT
and in the Parliament Research Center.

Another important source to collect the data was interviews with key individuals
associated with policy-making in the fields of SRT. They included 33 people i.e., 19
ministry officials, 6 members of the ERC of the Islamic Parliament of Iran, 3 members
of the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution, and 5 researchers and experts in this
field. Participants in these interviews were selected using snowball or chain sampling
methods as common strategies in qualitative sampling.

The data collected from these sources provided details and desired information on
events affecting policy change. The interviews also provided an opportunity for authors
to gain extensive data about the change process, explaining the events leading to
changes in this policy. According to these data, the events of the policy change could
be discussed in three phases.

At the first phase i.e., the issue-setting, issues related to SRT that emerged following
previous policies as well as changing needs in society and the global environment were
identified. These issues were then transferred from the academic community and the
bureaucrats to the authorities and discussed through formal and informal interactions.
At this level, the media (namely, conferences, papers, magazines, the Internet, etc.)
helped to explain the issues. At the second phase, that is, policy formation, solutions
and appropriate ideas to deal with problems were presented. At this level, policy-
makers’ approach, lessons from international experiences, policy-makers’ experiences
and resources, as well as limitations of this subsystem were among the factors affecting
policy change. At the third phase, viz. policy legalization, factors shaping the legisla-
tion, from the bill formulation to the final phase of policy-making (both when the bill
was in investigation in the Cabinet of Iran and once it was raised in the ERC in the
Islamic Parliament of Iran, and the like) were highlighted. At this level, interest groups,
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relationships between policy-making institutions, and strategies used for accepting
changes and satisfaction of stakeholders were identified as effective factors, described
in detail as follows.

Explaining Policy Change

Based on the findings from interviews, documentation etc., the model of policy change
about “the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT” is explained as
follows. The findings revealed that the process of policy change was the result of
factors and events studied at three phases including issue setting, policy formation, and
policy legalization.

Issue Setting

After the Islamic Revolution, particularly in the early 1990s, there were some experi-
ences in the field of higher education with their own strengths and weaknesses. Up to
this decade, there have been also some requisites for a specific management approach
in all parts of Iran as well as higher education, which had gone or faded in that time and
with regard to social changes. The fundamental roots of such an understanding of the
problem started before the mid-90s, but since the middle of this decade, such requisites
have been deeply investigated. The issues of SRT are also actually considered as a
major incentive to change the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT and
are studied on two levels, namely, institutional and meta-institutional.

At the institutional level, universities, as the crucial anchor of SRT, have become
unable to have independent scientific and cultural identity due to centralism in planning
and management of all affairs in the MSRT and at universities (Javadani and
Pardakhtchi 2007; Javdani et al. 2008; Mahdavi and Ghofrani 1999; Salehi and
Tajgarlo 1996; Zohoori and Sohrabpour 1996). Adopting a control-oriented approach,
they have also failed to have minimum operational autonomy for decision-making in
terms of planning activities, human resource management, student selection, as well as
training and development courses (Ghofrani 1998; Rahmani Miyandehi 1997; Salehi
and Tajgarlo 1996; Tayi et al. 2002). Secondly, it has become impossible to form a
favorable scientific institution in these areas (Ghofrani 1999). Another issue at the
institutional level has been lack of a validation system and financial resources required
to make changes in this line (Bazargan 1997; Ramezani 2002).

At the meta-institutional level, incoherence and irrelevance in education, research,
and technology have further raised problems. Moreover, improper attention to research
and technology and lack of individuals working in these areas for making practical
research in production fields have led to defects in technology development. There
have been also problems with continuous monitoring of research and its suitable
guidance, distribution of research priorities and funds, as well as impossible use of
research results (Bureau of Investigation and Presidential Industrial-Scientific Studies
1998; Fayyasi Mahabadi 1998; Javdani et al. 2008). Despite the fact that several
institutions have been legally accountable to technology, none has claimed responsi-
bility for macro-management in Iran (Tofigi 2000; Roundtable on the need to organize
management of science and technology 1997).
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“If we want to examine our management in this area. It can be said that there was
no coherence between the three pillars of education, research and technology and
Some issues were completely forgotten…. One of the serious reasons for the
change in technology. Ministry of Science officials believed that the country did
not have a specific policy for technology development….”

Absence of a demand-orientated approach and no institutionalized and logical relation-
ship between universities, industry, and society have further faced themwith the issue of
accountability to multiple and changing needs (Khaniki 1997; Ghofrani 1997;
Mashayekhi 2000; Mansoori 1997). In addition, multiplicity of decision-making insti-
tutions and no coordination and overlap of functions between various entities involved
in policy-making and implementation in education, research, and technology areas
along with lack of coordinative and interactive planning and policy-making have been
among the issues associated with low efficiency of higher education system with
reference to international indicators. Reduction of social effectiveness in accomplishing
missions (i.e., promoting scientific position of Iran, human development and excellence,
and participation in economic, political, and cultural development) has been similarly
observed. Besides, they have caused conflicts in decisions related to SRT (Ghofrani
1997, 1998, 1999, 2003; Goals of Ministry of Culture and Higher Education 1997;
Sajjadi and Tasnimi 1997). Therefore, one of the essential ways to solve problems was
introduced as changing the structure of ministry as well as management and planning in
the fields of SRT. Somehow, it can be stated that, scientific and academic community as
well as officials have reached such an understanding during many years of experience
that they need to make universities and the higher education system more dynamic in
order to meet academic and development needs of the country. Due to the expectations
of the value-oriented society of universities, playing a comprehensive role in the
development of the country (according to the statements of the Supreme Leader of Iran)
and promotion of university status as the origin of changes, it is necessary to take
measures in the field of flexibility of such institutions. With such an approach, policy
change was put on the agenda of the Government (Ghofrani 1998; Mozaffar 2002).

Undeniably, this does not mean that such a change in policy has been able to deal with
all existing problems, but these issues are a basis and a motivation for policy-makers to
make changes in this area. In addition to these issues, previous policies of SRT were
among other factors necessitating a change in this policy. The Act of the Ministry of
Science and Higher Education (1967 and amendments in 1974) had also developed a
series of tasks andmissions for the ministry. In response to the needs of the society and the
world, it is of utmost importance to define new missions, tasks, and structural changes.

Given the necessity after the Islamic Revolution and the increasing demands for
higher education, the approach to higher education was a cultural and educational one,
while the debate on research and technology was seen as the basis for the development
of the country along with the global developments and social changes. The old
structure was education-oriented and all three sectors of education, research, and
technology needed to be taken into account in the new one. Nevertheless, policies
related to education were not tailored to the needs of society and they were not in
relation to the country’s development in various socioeconomic spheres. In addition,
many of the major components in this area were separated, e.g. health education,
technology, research, etc. and there was a need to turn these diffraction and dispersion
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into integration and integrity. Furthermore, experiences of the world’s leading univer-
sities on administration of the board of trustees were certainly effective because the
university management approach, in general, has been to a direction that has largely
considered universities independent of political issues.

These elements were a set of factors at the issue-setting phase that affected the
process of policy change. The issues gradually became more highlighted through
meetings, conferences, and individual and group interactions by policy-makers and
led to the formation of a consensus within the MSRT on the need for change and the
idea of change rose at the right time (namely, policy opportunity).

Policy Formation

After the adoption of the Third Five-Year Economic, Social, Cultural, and Political
Development Plan, in which the Ministry of Culture and Higher Education was
renamed as the MSRT, this ministry (based on Article 99) was commissioned to take
charge of planning, supporting, assessing, monitoring, analyzing, and formulating
policies and strategic priorities in the fields of research and technology. The main
purposes were towards matching administrative and policy-making affairs of the
scientific system of the country and taking measures to make necessary amendments
in the goals, functions, and structure of the ministry. The MSRT was the main actor in
terms of presenting solutions on how to change the policy; therefore, it submitted its
own proposal about the goals, functions, and structure with an approach predicted in
the provisions of this Article. The ideas raised were then developed based on the expert
opinions in the fields of SRT. The policy experts were mainly from the academic
community. In seeking for the opinions of a wide range of policy experts at the
scientific community, the restructuring committee tried to obtain their ideas in this
regard via creating think tanks (Ghofrani 2003). As said of one of participants:

“These experts included officials from the ministry or other policy-making bodies
in the fields of SRT that had valuable experiences. Accordingly, the proposed
solutions were developed in terms of a new bill, and ultimately the main policy
(that is, the main idea) was addressed”.

To provide a proper solution, several research studies were additionally fulfilled to
examine policy-makers’ experiences and views as well as international practices.
However, the findings of this phase and its resulting policy contained the intellectual
paradigm and approach of the key actors of policy change. At this phase, resources and
limitations of SRT were other factors that were somehow effective in the nature and
process of policy change. It should be noted that higher education system, like any
other systems, is characterized by a number of features that are undoubtedly considered
by policy-makers on how to design issues and develop policies, which plays a role as
an effective factor in the policy-making process (Ghofrani 1997, 2003).

Policy Legalization

This phase includes activities of interest groups, relations between policy-making
institutions, as well as all actions that advocators of policy change perform for making
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necessity to change acceptable and proposed policies to win the support of institutions
in the process of policy approval.

A Interest groups: They were individuals, groups, and institutions within the policy
system and outside of it, affecting policy change outputs. Some of these groups and
institutions were within the academic community and the MSRT and some were
active in other institutions (i.e., the Executive Branch and the Cabinet of Iran, ERC
of the Islamic Parliament of Iran or the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution).
These groups attempted to affect the design of issues, the type of policy formula-
tion, as well as the approval of this policy and ultimately influence it. Their
affectivity on the policy change stemmed from a few factors. Undoubtedly, the
Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT was considered as a radical
change in the field of higher education. Due to the scope and the extent of the
policy, changes were created in effective functions of institutions in this area. On
this basis, some groups opposed this change or some of its provisions upon losing
some (institutional) interests (The Secretariat of Structure Reform Minutes 2000–
2001; The Detailed Discussion of Parliament 2001). The following paragraph is a
quote from one of the interviewees:

“These groups were both within the ministry and outside of it, in the Executive
Branch or other institutions. Within the ministry, there was also a tendency
arguing that the authorities of the Research Council as an institution outside of
the ministry, affecting the higher education policies, particularly in the field of
research and budget, had merely concentrated in this ministry…”

In other hands, in the scientific community, some groups including university chan-
cellors and some faculty members, who believed in transformation of university
administration and greater autonomy for universities, tried to put their ideas into
practice through interacting with officials and policy-makers in the form of meetings,
seminars, and personal communications. However, some groups within the universi-
ties, and even in the MSRT, opposed the independence of universities and aimed
somehow to affect the policy content and influence their ideas (the Cabinet Minutes,
July 11, 2001).

In spite of this, the important factor that was effective in activation of interest groups
in terms of changing this policy resulted from the provisions of the bill content and the
ideas addressed in the proposed bill. It was considered as a kind of radical change in the
role and the extent of the interference of institutions affecting policy-making and
implementation of policies and plans in the fields of SRT. Additionally, the issues
related to technology, research, and funding for research and cultural concerns were
items of interest. Given that the functions of the Education Extension Council in the
Higher Council of Education, Science, Research, and Technology had been predicted
within the ministry, it was followed by the opposition of this institution the Minutes of
5-Member Committee for Investigating (GCC Objections, May 13 and 21, 2003). At
the Executive Branch, there were other effective groups including the Ministry of
Information and Communications Technology, the Ministry of Health and Medical

365Why and How Does Policy Change over Time: a Narrative Explanation...



Education, the Ministry of Agricultural Jihad, the Ministry of Industries and Mines, the
Ministry of Energy. Moreover, the Office for the Cooperation of the People with the
President and the Management and Planning Organization of Iran were among such
groups (the Cabinet Minutes, July 11, 2001).

Oppositions of these institutions can be considered from several aspects:

– According to Article (3) of the bill of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the
MSRT, the formation of the Higher Council for Science, Research, and Technol-
ogy as the policy-making institution in this area and the establishment of the
Secretariat of the Council in the ministry were predicted (Article 4)

– With reference to this bill (A and B of Article 1), all issues related to research in
funding and prioritizing research and policy-making in this field as well as policy-
making in the field of technology focused on this institution. Since the Secretariat
of the Council was located at the MSRT, such changes made those institutions in
charge and the ones with interests in this field more active (the bill of Goals,
Functions, and Structure of the MSRT, 2001). Spatially, the Management and
Planning Organization, was considered more beneficiary than other institutions.

– This idea was raised that the allocation of research budgets and decision-
making about it would only focus on the Supreme Council for Science,
Research, and Technology through this bill. In spite of the fact that these
institutions were a member of the Council, the establishment of the Secretariat
of the Council in this ministry led to the belief that this change was merely to
increase the power of the MSRT than being as incentives such as cohesion in
research policy, and so on.

– Technology was another issue causing activation of these institutions. By changing
this policy, the MSRT became responsible for the development of technology.
Therefore, institutions in charge of technology opposed this change. Of course, part
of this opposition stemmed from different interpretations of the technology. What
was considered in this proposal (Article 1) by the MSRT was developing the
knowledge related to an idea or invention rather than its commercialization. Most
institutions also took technology the wrong way with their industry. On the same
basis, they were trying to change the provisions of the bill and affect the process of
change to impose their demands (the Cabinet Minutes, July 11, 2001).

In addition, part of the objections was due to the transfer of a part of the
functions of the Government to the ministry and the autonomy of universities
(Articles 11 and 12). For example, with the approval of this policy and by
increasing the power of the Board of Trustees, academic structures that had been
previously considered as the responsibility of the Management and Planning
Organization were set and approved at universities. Certainly, provisions on the
management of universities in the administrative, financial, employment, organi-
zational, and structural fields in the bill were among significant changes in
university management (the Cabinet Minutes, July 11, 2001). On another level
was the ERC of the Islamic Parliament of Iran, which was a beneficiary of the
policy change. Based on this change, universities could have independent man-
agement. According this Law, as well as Article 49 of the Fourth Five-Year
Economic, Political, Social, Cultural, and Political Development Plan, the Board
of Trustees gained extensive powers. In this respect, the ERC was considered a big
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contender. Along with oppositions in the ERC, majority of parliamentarians
supported the bill and the provisions contained therein (the Detailed Discussion
of Parliament, November 2, 2001). In addition to these institutions, the Supreme
Council of Cultural Revolution, in charge of macro policy-making in cultural
affairs, was an effective institution for such a change. Among the main motivations
behind the change in this policy, one can refer to the multiplicity of decision-
makers and policy-makers. In drafting the bill, as well as in attempts to legalize it,
there were efforts to concentrate on policy-making in the management of SRT in
the form of a council (the Supreme Council of Science, Research, and Technolo-
gy), whose secretariat was in the MSRT. Therefore, a part of the functions that had
been considered for this council was believed to be in conflict and parallel with the
functions of the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution. Accordingly, the
functions of the Supreme Council for Science, Research, and Technology were
seen as an interference with the functions of the Supreme Council of the Cultural
Revolution. On this basis, this institution was also trying to affect this policy by
shaping the process of change (the Minutes of 5-Member Committee for Investi-
gating GCC Objections, May 13 and 21, 2003; June 18 and 25, 2003).

B. Relations between policy-making institutions: Another factor affecting the
process of the policy change was the relations between policy-making institutions,
which were effective in the restructuring context of the MSRT. The relations of
policy-making institutions here refers to the type of relationships and differences
or similarities of views and attitudes of individuals within institutions interacting
with each other in the fields of SRT policy-making and shaping the process of
policy change. The type of relations between these institutions and groups can be
studied in several aspects. At one level, the relationship between ministry officials
and academic community can be discussed, the fact that the members of the
academic community could transfer their comments and views to authorities and
policy-makers through meetings, seminars, and personal communications in the
field of such issues deal with them. As well, policy community and experts were
interacting with each other. On the other hand, (more specifically in the sphere of
higher education), most policy-makers in this field were individuals involved in
academic and administrative areas due to several years of experience about the
problems of these sectors. As said of one of participants:

“After the Islamic Revolution, a wide range of specialists in all institutions
(including the Executive Branch, the Islamic Parliament of Iran, and university
chancellors) had formed a discourse due to several decades of interactions
resulting in the proposal of problems and issues and the need for change in
management and policy-making in this field”.

At another level, there was the relationship between the Executive Branch and the
Islamic Parliament of Iran or these two institutions with the Supreme Council of
Cultural Revolution. Accordingly, a combination of members of these two institutions
and the composition of the seats in the Islamic Parliament of Iran could also affect
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change acceptance, ideas outlined in policy, pace of proposal, policy approval, and
ultimately policy process outputs.

C. Persuasive strategies: These strategies represented a set of actions that policy-
makers and key actors had made to analyze and explain issues in order to provide a
positive interpretation of changes in this sphere and in the nature of the proposed
solution. Such strategies had been employed to explain the policy and to persuade
the support of individuals, groups, and institutions. The policy-makers (particular-
ly advocators of the policy change) tried to create a positive image of the proposed
solutions to draw the attention of the target society to them. Such actions aimed to
win the opinions of groups and individuals to support the policy change. However,
the main actors in policy change were trying to make use of negotiations, political
lobbies, or other strategies to attract the support of effective institutions including
ministries, the Management and Planning Organization, the ERC of the Islamic
Parliament of Iran, and the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution in this field
towards the provisions of the proposed bill. Such actors were also attempting to
gain the required support by the change through creating a positive interpretation
of the need for change and its positive outcomes on solving problems in this field
(the Detailed Discussion of Parliament, October 29 and 30, 2002; the Minutes of
5-Member Committee for Investigating GCC Objections, May 13 and 21, 2003;
June 18 and 25, 2003).

At this phase, the role of two individuals (the minister and his educational deputy
appointed as the minister after resignation) was of utmost importance. These actors,
using a scientific approach and expertise, sought to keep the content of the policy
formulation away from the effect of political issues. Such an effort had been effective in
gaining the trust and attracting the attention of parliamentarians, particularly members
of the Islamic Parliament of Iran. In addition, there have been some disagreements
within the MSRT and some universities, especially regarding the independence of
universities. With the definition of the Supreme Council of Science, Research, and
Technology, the tasks of the Development Council were assigned to it, which gave rise
to some opposition. The role of policy entrepreneurs, particularly in holding consulta-
tion sessions and meetings of universities and the ministry officials was also of
importance to reduce dissents. The efforts made by the minister and his deputies to
justify the goals for changing the policy were considered as effective strategies in
attracting and persuading others, particularly opposition groups, especially when this
proposed policy entered into the legalization phase. Owing to the integration of
activities related to policy and planning in the field of research and technology in the
Higher Council for Science, Research, and Technology, numerous ministries in charge
of research and technology declared their disagreement. Nevertheless, expert debates
on the reasons and the advantages of forming the council and the role of other
institutions along with the MSRT on this council and their activities convinced most
of the opponents to support the bill. As one of interviewees has said:

“…. The role of the minister and his deputies to justify the goals of the policy
change and convince the opponents was very important….”
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Another important role of entrepreneurs was to remove challenges emerged in terms of
the overlap of functions of the Supreme Council for Science, Research, and Technol-
ogy with the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution that finally made the minister
to resign. Upon changing the management of the ministry in 2003, the role of the new
minister in attracting the opinions of the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution
and achieving agreements was very important (the Detailed Discussion of Parliament,
October 29 and 30, 2002; the Minutes of 5-Member Committee for Investigating GCC
Objections, May 13 and 21, 2003; June 18 and 25, 2003).

D. Mass media: In this case, the role of the media (seminars and conferences,
journals, meetings, the Internet, etc.) as important components in the field of this
policy change can be delineated in two aspects:

& Clarification and focus on the issues of the area: In this respect, there were attempts
to raise the issues and problems and to discuss them in this field through the media
to affect the public (here, the academic community and stakeholders of SRT) and
policy-makers, which was very effective.

& Role of notification: Accordingly, the role of the media included notification of
events happening in the policy change process, particularly those associated with
the entry of the proposed bill to the Islamic Parliament of Iran. Challenges facing
the bill in the field of interference of functions set for the Supreme Council of
Science, Research, and Technology and the Supreme Council of the Cultural
Revolution and their consequences could be additionally notified along with events
that subsequently occurred in the context of addressing these challenges and
somehow about this change. The following paragraph is quote of one of
participants

“About this bill, the mass media played the important role. In one hand, the media
helped to explain the issues of the SRT area. On the other hand, it could present
the comprehensive image of the challenges of the policy advocators….”

Generally, in this case, the role of the media after the start of policy process was
considerable.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, there were attempts to answer some questions: “Why such a change was
put on the agenda?”, “What events led to this policy change?”, and “How was the
process of policy change?”

The findings showed that such policy changes could be affected by multiple factors
in three phases.

During the issue-setting phase, the problem was defined as the management and
planning approach in the fields of SRT. Universities also needed to be changed.
Moreover, continuation of the previous approach was not tailored to the expectations
of scientific development approach, causing problems in this field. These issues
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affected in part by previous policies as well as developments and global changes could
draw the attention of the academic community and the officials of the Ministry of
Culture and Higher Education and in general the policy-makers in the fields of SRT. As
a rule, these problems were transmitted to the authorities through the academic
community and university chancellors. Majority of policy-makers in this field, as
individuals in the administrative areas of universities with high levels of experience
in universities, had recognized the problems of this part. According to the related
literature, problem definition is an important field for both practitioners and researchers,
referring to serious discussions in terms of its role in determining issues that arise on the
agenda and the actions taken for this purpose (Ackoff 1974; Bacchi 2009; Dery 1984;
Horn and Weber 2007; Jeon and Haider-Markel 2001; Peters 2005; Rochefort and
Cobb 1994; Simon 1973). However, its connection with policy change has been
studied by known scholars; for example, the problem stream is one of the three streams
used by John Kingdon (2003) in the MAF to explain policy change.

On the contrary, social developments and changes in the management and
movement of key individuals and policy-makers in this area and other parts
provided an opportunity for entrepreneurs to try to change this policy and influ-
ence their ideas. However, since the early 1990s, Iran has observed a series of
social and paradigm changes in the management. From the middle of that decade,
a certain approach has brought up on how to manage (affected by New Public
Management). Such an approach in some ways is affected by the SRT policy.
Policy entrepreneurs and academic community have further tried to use this
opportunity to raise the ideas of restructuring as a means to change policy-
making and planning in the fields of SRT. These issues have been analyzed in a
large scale and the outcomes have been a type of consensus about need for change
in this area. Policy issues and management of SRT have been also put on the
agenda. Finally, the Act was approved as an important radical change in this area.
Accordingly, it could be suggested that issues of a field or a subsystem are
considered as effective factors in policy change. If these issues attract policy-
makers’ attention and the policy community and public opinion reach a consensus
on the need to resolve these issues, it is possible that a new policy be adopted in
that area. The proposal of change in policy leading to the Act is also raised due to
the need to resolve some basic issues discussed in the previous section. In
addition, strategies employed by policy-makers to explain the issues and to
present the policy proposal are important in the process of policy change. On this
basis, if decision-makers relying on these strategies are able to convince the policy
community, it is likely that the policy change is in accordance with the desired
results. Regarding the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the MSRT, the
strategy of policy-makers was very important in highlighting SRT issues and the
need to resolve them as well as gaining the support of individuals and the
opposing institutions as well as supporting the bill to be put it on the
Government agenda. In their model of the policy game, Boin et al. (2009) had
correspondingly suggested that framing strategies chosen by advocates of the
status quo and change could determine the occurrence and the degree of policy
change after an external shock. The history of thinking and ideology of some
ministry officials (such as the MSRT) in the process of policy change and its
approval, especially some provisions of the proposed bill, have created challenges
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and have consequently affected the outcomes of the policy change process.
However, the role of policy actors and their proposed policy in support of such
a change cannot be ignored. As mentioned, the role of two individuals was very
important, seen as policy entrepreneurs by Kingdon (2003). Thus, it can be
suggested that policy entrepreneurs can change the policy outcomes in accordance
with their viewpoints if they are part of the policy community and are closer to
policy-making institutions. Accordingly, the success possibility of changes con-
sidered by entrepreneurs will be high. The concept of policy entrepreneurs and the
role of these actors in policy change are rooted in the ideas of some scholars (e.g.
Kingdon 1984, 1994; Mintrom and Vergari 1996; Mintrom 1997; Roberts 1998).
They are characterized as political actors who can identify problems, promote
policy ideas, and articulate policy innovations onto the Government agenda. They
can be also an important source of policy innovations, societal transitions, and
radical changes (Cohen 1988; Currie et al. 2008; Loorbach 2010; King and
Roberts 1992; Roberts 1998; Timmermans et al. 2014).

It was also observed that managerial and political changes as well as the
approach and viewpoints of the ruling management (namely, the ruling coalition)
could increase the likelihood of major changes in the policy. If the approach
adopted by policy-makers was in line with that of the policy community, then a
proper opportunity could arise to make changes and the possibility of supporting the
policy in the change process will multiply. In the policy literature, the executive or
legislative turnover and political change or parties could change and alter the ruling
coalition, as discussed explicitly or implicitly in some policy change theories (i.e.
the ACF by Sabatier, 1998; John Kingdon’s MSF, 1993; and Baumgartner and
Jones’ PET, 1993). Another important point for this case was that the orientation
process was towards flexibility policy in the management process and changes, but
attention to research and technology since the early 1990s and especially after the
war with managerial experience had begun two decades after the Islamic Revolu-
tion. The key aspects of the change in policy and the main ideas of change in this
policy had been also highlighted following management change in the 1990s. The
Government and particularly the MSRT of the academic community had sought to
use this opportunity to bring up the restructuring ideas as a means to change policy-
making and planning in the fields of SRT. Although such changes were not
obviously disclosed in the programs of the President in 1997, they were raised as
the priorities of the minister (Priorities of the Minister of Science 1997). Besides,
these ideas had been addressed in the former government by the ministry, but in the
new government, there had been attempts to utilize these new management per-
spectives and combine the Cabinet of Iran to make such an idea practical. On the
other hand, the consensus within the higher education system, particularly in the
academic community in the field of university administration as well as planning in
the fields of SRT was another factor that helped the proposed change and its
approval. The identity and the status of policy entrepreneurs (i.e. their approach)
were also effective in the process of policy change and its results. The main policy
entrepreneurs were about the Act of Goals, Functions, and Structure of the minister
and the educational deputy of the ministry. They were the main thinkers of the
proposal to amend the Act. The position of these entrepreneurs within the scientific
community as well as their management experience in universities and other policy-
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making processes enabled them to talk with other professionals, policy-makers, and
powerful people to gain support for their ideas. These individuals were top officials
in the Executive Branch, the ERC of the Islamic Parliament of Iran, and the
Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution. Also, the role of some individuals
was important in gaining confidence and reducing tensions and challenges encoun-
tered in the policy approval process (the Detailed Discussion of Parliament, October
29 and 30, 2002; the Minutes of 5-Member Committee for Investigating GCC
Objections, May 13 and 21, 2003; June 18 and 25, 2003).

The trace of other factors was also observed. In this respect, interest groups had an
effect on the process of policy change and its outcomes. The interest group in this study
referred to any organized groups seeking to influence public policy. They try to use
power venues and other tools to change the results of the policy process in accordance
with its approach. Considering changes in the Act, some interest groups attempted to
support the proposed policy to approve the outcomes in accordance with their approach
(including some in the university community, the MSRT, and the ERC of the Islamic
Parliament of Iran). On the other hand, some groups and institutions opposed the issues
addressed in the proposed bill of the government and they were trying to affect the
process of policy change and its outcomes. In the Executive Branch, some ministries
and agencies had different views unlike those by the MSRT. Another source of
opposition was from some members of the Islamic Parliament of Iran at the Legislative
Branch, creating challenges in the approval process of this change. However, the most
important interest institution in the approval of the provisions of the proposed bill was
the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution. Therefore, it was suggested that the
power of interest groups and institutions as well as their institutional position in the
society (the nature of group members, political power, and even intellectual foundation
and its approach) could increase the success of these institutions to influence policy
change and effectively the policy outcomes. They also search for appropriate ways to
interact with decision-makers and institutions.

The media was the final concept identified in this respect. The research regarding the
effect of media is typically rooted in the literature on agenda-setting theory (Liu et al.
2019; Luo and Harrison 2019). However, the role of media had been studied from
different directions including the crucial role of media on agenda-setting (Downs 1972;
Mc Combs and Shaw 1972), the effect of media on public opinion (Yanovitzky 2002;
Zaller 1991), and the impact of public opinion on policy-makers and decision-makers
(Soroka and Wlezien 2002). As well, the effect of media on priorities of policy-makers
(Mc Combs and Shaw, 1972), the direct influence of media on policy-makers and
finally the role of media in policy process (Lambeth 1978; Baumgartner and Jones
2009; Kingdon 2003) were among other examples.

Despite the fact that the media has an indisputable role in issue statement, policy
agenda, and changing public opinions, the findings revealed that the media generally
reports events or factors that the government is doing or the ideas that policy-makers
have provided in their proposed idea. According to Kingdon (2003), the media has had
the most significant effect after the start of the policy process. About this case, it was
concluded that the media had more promotional impact rather than being considered as
an independent factor affecting the agenda. However, the media can have a large
influence on policy change and its outcomes if it supports a specific policy during
policy change. Therefore, it was suggested that the media had an effect on policy

372 Fard H.D., Abbasi T.



change. However, the media has merely the role of disseminating information about the
scheme of issues and the change of trends. In other words, the media begins to cover
when usually the agenda and policy ideas are developed. Furthermore, the media will
be very effective if tit supports the issue, the decision, or the policy idea in the process
of change and the progress of the policy change.
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