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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to provide a framework for financial autonomy
of public universities in Tehran with qualitative approach. Due to the limited
size of the population, purposive sampling was performed in which 20 experts
with experience in the field of university financial management were selected.
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the required data. To achieve
the goal of the research, two main steps were taken: 1) Identifying general
strategies for financial self-governance of universities, in which at this stage,
the SWOT technique was used to achieve general strategies. Analysis of
results in the first step of the formation of the SWOT matrix and the interaction
of the four strategies, identified 14 general and optimal strategies for financial
autonomy of the university. Thus, it can be concluded that financial autonomy
begins with rethinking and managing the internal processes of universities. 2)
Providing a framework for financial autonomy of the studied universities, in
which the Interpretive Structural Modeling method was used. The second step
of the research actually explained why the first stage shows the policy maker
and planner of higher and university education how each of the strategies
identified in the first stage, in a schematic structure together with the whole
structure of the university are in touch. Based on the results of this stage, the
financial autonomy strategies of the studied universities were classified into 5
levels. Given the characteristics of each level and the principles governing the
interpretation of the results of ISM, if universities are to succeed in the realm
of financial autonomy, they must start from a point that is more inclusive of
the endogenous factors of the university system. Identified linkage factors in
this context are among the factors that with proper management and planning
can be expected to make significant changes in the realm of revenue and
change revenue generation practices. In general, the results showed that
among the various factors that can affect the financial autonomy of
universities, some have more key role compared to other actors, due to their
position in the framework, and they can be a factor in moving the university
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forward in achieving financial autonomy. Therefore, managing and planning
to change and activate each of the factors extracted in the linkage factors
section, can bring the university one step closer to financial autonomy. Due to
limited resources and economic instability, it is better for a university to first
choose strategies that have a higher priority.

Keywords: Financial autonomy, Public universities, Interpretive Structural
Modeling.

INTRODUCTION

University is a social institution that has been remarkably influenced by
environmental developments and characteristics of different historical periods
such as industrial, post-industrial, and postmodern eras. As an open and free
system, the university enjoys an environmental interaction, which is the
essence of its existence and dynamism. Hence, such environmental
developments as economic volatilities, environmental and political crises have
resulted in profound conceptual, structural, and functional developments in
university (Barr & McClellan, 2017). The transition from elitism to populism,
followed by coping with intensified financial pressures on educational
institutions created by considerably increased demand, relative reduction or
stabilization of government financial support, has caused the university to end
the government guardianship in order to avoid relying solely on financial
resources, and to fundamentally change its finance models (Davies et al.,
2010; Daxner, 2010) and to move toward financial autonomy. Most
universities in Iran are in complicated conditions in terms of financial
resources; according to officially updated data®, although the public sector or
the government finances over 70% of state universities, it is irrelevant to the
increased rate of universities costs (Planning and Budget Organization, 2017).
Take an in-depth look at the data represents another challenge of universities'
financial condition, indicating that universities in such situations reduce the
share of research activities and plans for educational and salary finance.
However, the low amount of 20-30% dedicated revenue for universities is
inadequate for developing other university activities and programs. Thus, it
increasingly explains the university needs to increase dedicated revenues and
financial autonomies, i.e., independence from common property.

Therefore, in conditions where the university increasingly needs non-state
resources, and its finance is affected by continuously external transformations
and internal dynamics (Teichler, 2016), the present study provided some
strategies and solutions. It initially examined the current status of funding state
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universities and recognized strengths, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities.
Then, the research, through Interpretative- Structural Modelling (ISM), found
the answer to the main research question that, "what the ideal university
finance framework is” so that "university autonomy" and "academic freedom"
are not compromised.

Financing is considered as one of the fundamental issues and challenges of
the public and private sectors, which has undergone many changes over time.
In the last two decades, especially in nations where libertarian policies
overcome government policies, public partnership (intervention) in financing
higher education has dropped. Therefore, students and families were made to
pay higher for education in such countries when higher education privatization
was initiated. Nevertheless, in some countries, the public sector has kept its
helpful contribution in higher education finance. In either case, what needs to
be considered is the role of influential factors in financing higher education.
The financial resources are subdivided into common properties, national
income, government aids, and non-public dedicated revenues such as grants,
sales of research services for industries and organizations, sales of educational
services, endowment and investment revenues, as well as sponsors. The main
difference between these two financial resources is the government's role and
control. Since student tuition income is considered one of the essential and
effective dedicated revenue (non-public) sources for universities; so, it is
considered engaging in many universities worldwide (Barr & McClellan,
2017).

Huang (2018), proposing a Japanese higher education finance system model,
initially investigated the higher education finance system for fundamental
developments and their effects on education development from 2000. Then, it
dealt with higher education financial system transitions (transformations)
approved and imposed from Japan central administration. It indicated that
public sector universities and private universities, which are most market-
oriented, had been affected by these transitions and developments, like the
diminished role of government in financing national and local universities. It
intensified competing over national sources. Meanwhile, private universities
previously based on market developments were inevitably made to adjust their
finance channels to compete with national and local universities.

Goksu and Gokso (2015) comparatively analysed various financial systems
application in higher education and participation of different sectors in
financing such countries as England, the USA, Canada, South Korea, and EU
countries. They claimed that higher education has a special place in different
countries as it is a road to high levels of development. In this regard, they
consider that higher education's efficiency and quality are directly related to
human capital. Further, they believe that higher education may encourage
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social development dynamics and create a better future for humanity.
According to the research findings, finance models and success rates vary in
different nations. However, countries also favor different financing methods.
In some countries, the private sector finances higher education, whereas, in
other nations, the public sector is responsible for meeting higher education
financial needs.

Khan Azizi and Amin Bidokhti (2016) scrutinized the current and desired
status of educational finance mechanisms (education and higher education) by
using a descriptive-survey method. The research participants included
practitioners working in Planning and Budget Organization, Ministry of
Education, and Ministry of Science, Research and Technology. The research
results revealed that common property's educational finance mechanisms were
significant at the current and desired status. In terms of higher education, the
results also showed that educational finance mechanism in the status quo and
the mechanisms of concluding contracts with industries, manufacturers, and
servicing institutes in the ideal condition were significant. Rasteh Moghadam
and Naderi (2015) identified the finance model and extracting instructions for
financing the higher education system, an essential subject for different
countries, including Iran. Thus, they descriptively investigated important
financing models by a library method and suggested some guidelines for
improving Iran's higher education system financial status.

RESEARCH METHOD

In terms of providing a financial autonomy framework for Tehran’s state
universities, the study used two SWOT analysis methods and interpretive-
structural modelling. To find the answer of the main research question, at the
first phase of the SWOT method, 20 higher education experts (policymakers,
planners, financial professionals, and practitioners) were selected for
interviews at both micro and macro levels. However, the so far obtained
strategies are based on the experts' opinions; so, it is required to pick out the
optimized strategies. In this regard, the four-strategy matrix was proposed to
obtain optimal strategies from the intersections that simultaneously focus on
strengths, take advantage of opportunities, reduce the weakness in the
understudied organization, and easily overcome environmental threats. In the
second phase, the Interpretive- Structural Modelling (ISM) method was
applied to achieve an optimal financial autonomy framework in universities.
Indeed, this method determines the relationships between elements (factors).

RESULTS
Following the SWOT method and the interaction of final matrix strategies, 14
general strategies were obtained as follows: university autonomy, voluntary
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contributions, linking university and community, international potentials,
financial management, sovereignty and university discourse, revenue
diversification, legal infrastructures, accreditation, and quality system,
research and educational branding, research infrastructures, regional
potentials, mission-driven universities, and higher education macro-
management. The second phase of the research consisted of applying
optimized strategies, bringing the university one step closer to providing the
required conditions for revenue generation and independence from reliance on
public budgets. Applying Interpretative-Structural Modelling steps
demonstrated the relationships between strategies, which are ISM inputs and
named as factors to the academic planners and policymakers. In the research
proposed final matrix, the "university autonomy" prerequisites include a set
of factors placed in the column below, and their common entry with the
"university autonomy" factor was "1" as follows:

e Sovereignty and university discourse
Legal infrastructures
Mission-driven universities
Higher education macro-management

However, the output set for "university autonomy" is a set of factors

arranged in a row, each attained one for their common entry, as follows:
e Voluntary contributions

Linking university and community

International potentials

Financial management

Sovereignty and university discourse

Revenue diversification

Legal infrastructures

Accreditation and quality system

Research and educational branding

Improved research infrastructures

Activating regional potentials

Mission-driven universities

Higher education macro-management

The joint set of input and output of understudied factors was then obtained,
as shown in Table 4. At this step, a factor was selected for the first level of the
model, where all achievement set items were identical with the joint set items.
The first level included "voluntary contributions” and “international
potentials." The row and column of the two variables were deleted, and a new
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matrix was obtained to determine the model's second level. In the same way,
the factors of "linking university and community", "financial management",
"sovereignty and university discourse”, "revenue diversification", "established
accreditation and quality system", and "enhanced research infrastructures”
were classified in the second level. Moreover, "research and educational
branding”, "regional potentials”, "mission-driven universities”, as well as
"higher education macro-management" were placed in the third level of the
model. And finally, two factors of "university autonomy" and "activating legal
infrastructures" were assigned in the fourth and fifth levels, respectively.

Interpretative-Structural Model: Based on previous steps, 14 input
items were classified into five levels, as seen in Figure 2, where the first level
factors showed the highest susceptibility and level 5 factors showed the most
significant influence on other factors.
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Interaction Network (Micmac Analysis): In this step of the algebraic
sum of the row and column of achievement matrix, and according to the
interaction network space, which is subdivided into independent, mediating,
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dependent, and autonomous factors, and regarding the research findings, 3 of
14 understudied factors of "university autonomy", "higher education macro-
management”, and "legal infrastructures” were identified as the model's
independent factors, the least affected, but the most effect on other factors.
"Sovereignty and university discourse”, "linking university and community",
"mission-driven universities”, "financial management"”, “research and
educational branding”, “established accreditation and quality system",
"activating regional potentials”, “enhanced research infrastructures”, and
"revenue diversification" were classified as the mediating factors
simultaneously revealed a considerable influence and effect on the system.
Indeed, it is expected that any change in these factors would result in a
significant change in the system and solve the research main problem, namely,
financial autonomy in universities. Dependent factors were the lowest number
in the research interaction network, including “voluntary contributions" and
"international potentials”. These factors will be affected with no effect on
other factors. They directly change the understudied problem rather than being
directly manipulated and consequently improve by changing other factors.
The improvement result will be demonstrated in the problem solving; that is
why they are called dependent factors. The research identified no autonomy
factor.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

As mentioned earlier, a university is a dynamic institution where complexity
and ambiguity are inseparable. In such a context, the ISM technique can
identify effective factors of financial autonomy in universities and the
relationship between these relations. Literature review shows that most
studies, either national or international, conducted on financing universities,
including Huang, 2018; Goksu, A., and Gokso, 2015; Gharoon (1996),
Ahangaran (1998), Gharoon (2001), Raste Moghaddam and Naderi (2015),
and Khan Azizi and Amin Bidokhti (2016) were documentary and
comparative based studies. In the meantime, Dohmen (2014), from a different
point of view, analysed the financial status of various universities by
developing the basic model of higher education institutions' production
function and regular variables in finance performance models.

The current research initially investigated state universities' status quo in
Tehran City, then identified key factors through interviews with experts, and
proposed a framework consistent with the Iranian higher education context. It
can be stated that taking advantage of this technique is considered the present
research innovation. Ultimately, university autonomy in Iran largely relies
upon changing attitudes and approaches in higher education macro-
policymakers and university administrators. Higher education policymakers
would build the foundation for universities and pave the road by assigning
constitution rights, revising rules, and recognizing the university mission. On
the other side, university leaders and administrators shed light on systemic and
integrated thinking in the university to utilize the internal potentials for
activating this passive structure. In the meantime, activating all these factors
would serve as tools to awaken and motivate other dormant university
potentials.
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