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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and validate the factors influencing social demand for higher education in Iran using an integrated
meta-synthesis and Delphi approach. This applied qualitative study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm. In the first phase, a
systematic literature review was performed based on the PRISMA framework, resulting in the selection of 18 eligible studies. The
extracted data were analyzed through thematic analysis using MAXQDA software. In the second phase, a two-round Delphi process was
conducted with 19 academic and executive experts to validate the identified components and achieve consensus. Delphi data were analyzed
using descriptive statistics and Kendall’s coefficient of concordance. The meta-synthesis phase yielded 87 initial codes, 16 sub-themes,
and four overarching themes, including demographic, economic, cultural, and political factors. During the Delphi process, most extracted
indicators exceeded the predefined acceptance threshold and were confirmed by the expert panel. Kendall’s coefficient of concordance
was calculated at W = 0.71, indicating a high level of agreement among experts regarding the significance and prioritization of the
identified factors. A limited number of indicators were excluded due to insufficient ratings, resulting in the development of a validated
framework of factors affecting social demand for higher education. The findings demonstrate that social demand for higher education in
Iran is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the simultaneous interaction of demographic, economic, cultural, and political factors.
The combined meta-synthesis—Delphi approach enabled the systematic identification and validation of these factors through expert
consensus. The resulting framework provides a reliable foundation for policy-making, planning, and strategic decision-making within the
higher education system.

Keywords: Social Demand for Higher Education; Higher Education; Meta-synthesis; Delphi Technique; Thematic Analysis; Higher
Education Policy; Expert Consensus.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education has become one of the most influential institutions shaping human capital development,
social mobility, economic growth, and national competitiveness in contemporary societies. During the last
decades, increasing participation in higher education has transformed universities from elite institutions into
mass systems serving broader segments of society. This transformation has generated growing interest in
understanding the factors that influence social demand for higher education, particularly in developing and
emerging economies where educational expansion is closely linked to socioeconomic development and
modernization processes (Barakat & Shields, 2021; Xu, 2021). Social demand for higher education refers to
the collective aspirations, expectations, and motivations of individuals, families, and communities regarding
participation in tertiary education. It is influenced by a complex interaction of demographic, economic,
cultural, technological, and political factors rather than merely reflecting individual educational preferences.
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Demographic changes constitute one of the fundamental drivers of educational demand. Population growth,
age structure transformations, increasing literacy rates, and the expansion of secondary education create a
larger pool of potential university applicants and increase pressure on higher education systems to
accommodate growing participation rates (Kanazir et al., 2024; Miwa et al., 2022). Simultaneously,
massification of higher education has become a global phenomenon, particularly in developing regions where
governments seek to enhance human capital and foster economic development through educational expansion
(Durak et al., 2022; Mve, 2021). Economic considerations also play a significant role in shaping educational
demand. Individuals and families often perceive higher education as an investment capable of improving
employment opportunities, income levels, and long-term socioeconomic status. However, changing labor
market structures, graduate underemployment, and technological transformations have introduced new
complexities into the relationship between education and employment outcomes (Didier, 2021; Green &
Henseke, 2021). Furthermore, globalization and knowledge-based economic systems have intensified the
importance of advanced skills and qualifications, increasing the strategic value of higher education for both
individuals and nations (Boateng et al., 2023; Telezhkina, 2020).

Cultural and social dimensions further contribute to educational demand by shaping societal attitudes toward
academic achievement, social prestige, and educational attainment. In many societies, university education
remains strongly associated with upward social mobility and enhanced social status. Family expectations,
community values, and cultural perceptions of education significantly influence educational aspirations and
decision-making processes (Bangura, 2023; David & Hill, 2021). Moreover, access to higher education
remains influenced by issues of equity, regional disparities, and institutional capacity. Research suggests that
widening participation in higher education generates substantial social benefits while simultaneously requiring
policies that address structural inequalities and unequal access to educational opportunities (Nascimento et
al., 2022; Oketch, 2021). Political and governance factors also shape educational demand through admission
policies, funding mechanisms, quality assurance systems, and broader educational reforms (Inderawati et al.,
2021; Touray & Adesopo, 2022). Despite extensive international literature, a comprehensive and context-
specific understanding of the factors influencing social demand for higher education in Iran remains limited.
Therefore, this study sought to systematically identify and validate the factors affecting social demand for
higher education in Iran through a combined meta-synthesis and Delphi approach.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied qualitative research design grounded in an interpretive paradigm. To achieve
the research objective, a two-stage Meta-Synthesis—Delphi framework was adopted. The first phase involved
a systematic review of the literature aimed at identifying and synthesizing existing evidence regarding factors
affecting social demand for higher education. A comprehensive search was conducted across relevant scientific
databases, and studies were screened according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Following the
systematic review process, eighteen eligible studies were selected for in-depth analysis.

Data extracted from the selected studies were analyzed using thematic analysis. Coding procedures involved
identifying key concepts, grouping similar codes, and organizing them into broader thematic categories.
MAXQDA software was utilized to facilitate coding, categorization, and theme development. The outcome of
this phase was the generation of a preliminary conceptual framework consisting of multiple dimensions and
indicators associated with social demand for higher education.

In the second phase, the Delphi technique was employed to validate the extracted factors and achieve expert
consensus. Nineteen experts with academic and professional experience in higher education policy,
administration, and research participated in the Delphi panel. Experts were selected through purposive
sampling based on their qualifications, professional expertise, and familiarity with higher education issues.
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Two rounds of Delphi surveys were conducted. Participants evaluated the importance of the identified
indicators using a five-point Likert scale and provided additional suggestions where appropriate.

The validity of the findings was ensured through rigorous implementation of systematic review procedures,
transparent coding processes, expert review, and iterative Delphi rounds. Reliability was strengthened through
consistent coding procedures, inter-review verification, and statistical assessment of consensus. Descriptive
statistics and Kendall’s coefficient of concordance were employed to evaluate the level of agreement among
experts and determine the final set of validated factors influencing social demand for higher education.
Findings

The meta-synthesis phase resulted in the extraction of eighty-seven initial codes from the selected studies.
These codes were subsequently organized into sixteen sub-themes and four overarching themes representing
the major dimensions influencing social demand for higher education in Iran.

The first major theme consisted of demographic factors, including population age structure, geographical
distribution, gender transformation in higher education participation, and growth in the educated population.
These factors reflected the role of demographic transitions in shaping educational aspirations and participation
patterns.

The second major theme comprised economic factors, including educational costs, labor market conditions,
educational investment, and the perceived economic benefits of higher education. Findings indicated that
economic expectations remain central determinants of educational decision-making and demand formation.
The third major theme encompassed cultural factors. This category included cultural values associated with
education, family attitudes toward higher education, changing social values, and the influence of broader
cultural norms on educational and field-of-study choices. The findings highlighted the continuing symbolic
and social significance of higher education within society.

The fourth major theme consisted of political and institutional factors, including student admission policies,
educational equity, international interactions, and support for online education. These factors reflected the
influence of governance structures, educational reforms, and institutional arrangements on educational
demand.

During the first Delphi round, experts evaluated all extracted indicators. Indicators with mean scores below
the predetermined acceptance threshold were excluded from further consideration. Two indicators failed to
meet the required threshold and were removed, while seven additional indicators suggested by experts were
incorporated into the second-round questionnaire. In the second Delphi round, the remaining indicators were
reassessed. Most indicators achieved mean values exceeding the acceptance criterion, indicating strong expert
support. Several indicators, including growth in advanced-level student enrollment, educational contributions
to workforce skills, financial assistance programs, and youth perceptions regarding future education, received
particularly high ratings.

Assessment of expert consensus revealed a Kendall’s coefficient of concordance value of W = 0.71, indicating
a high level of agreement among panel members regarding the importance and prioritization of the identified
factors. The coefficient was statistically significant, demonstrating robust consensus concerning the
multidimensional framework of social demand for higher education. Ultimately, the majority of indicators
were confirmed, resulting in a validated framework comprising demographic, economic, cultural, and political
dimensions that collectively explain social demand for higher education in Iran.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that social demand for higher education in Iran is a multidimensional phenomenon
shaped by the interaction of demographic, economic, cultural, and political forces. The results suggest that
educational demand cannot be adequately explained through a single theoretical perspective. Instead, it
emerges from the dynamic interplay of population characteristics, labor market expectations, social values,
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institutional arrangements, and public policies. The identification of demographic factors highlights the
continuing influence of population transitions, educational expansion, and increasing levels of educational
attainment on higher education participation. As societies experience demographic transformation and rising
educational aspirations, demand for university education becomes an increasingly important social
phenomenon requiring strategic policy responses.

The strong presence of economic factors within the final framework underscores the instrumental value that
individuals and families attach to higher education. Educational participation is frequently perceived as an
investment in future employment prospects, income generation, and social mobility. Consequently, labor
market conditions and perceptions of economic returns significantly influence decisions regarding higher
education participation. At the same time, cultural influences remain highly relevant. Educational attainment
continues to function as a marker of prestige, achievement, and social recognition. Family expectations, social
norms, and changing cultural values shape educational aspirations and contribute substantially to demand
formation.

Political and institutional factors emerged as equally significant dimensions. The findings indicate that social
demand for higher education is not solely generated by individual preferences but is also mediated by
governmental policies, admission systems, educational equity initiatives, and institutional support
mechanisms. Policies that enhance access, promote fairness, and improve educational quality can strengthen
public confidence in higher education and increase participation rates. Furthermore, regional and technological
considerations suggest that educational demand increasingly depends on the ability of institutions to respond
to changing socioeconomic conditions and emerging knowledge-based economies.

Overall, the study contributes to the literature by providing a comprehensive and context-sensitive framework
for understanding social demand for higher education in Iran. The integration of meta-synthesis and Delphi
methods enabled the systematic identification of relevant factors and their validation through expert consensus.
The resulting framework offers valuable insights for policymakers, educational planners, and higher education
administrators seeking to align institutional development with societal needs. By recognizing the
interconnected roles of demographic, economic, cultural, and political determinants, stakeholders can develop
more effective strategies to address current challenges and anticipate future trends in higher education demand.
The findings ultimately reinforce the view that sustainable higher education development requires a holistic
understanding of the diverse forces shaping educational aspirations and participation within society.
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