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Abstract

Conflict of interest is one of the serious challenges of educational governance in the system of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
as it has had profound impacts on the quality and performance of the education sector. Members of the Islamic Consultative
Assembly, as legislators, play an important role in determining educational policies; however, in many cases, personal
interests have negatively influenced their decision-making and policy formulation. The mission of the members of
parliament is to legislate and develop policies to resolve issues and improve institutions, including the education sector,
which in all countries is recognized as the top priority due to its crucial role in human development and investment.
Nevertheless, the policy-making conducted in the Islamic Republic, due to the multiplicity and diversity of conflicts of
interest among members of parliament, has not only left problems unresolved but has also exacerbated them. This study,
using the grounded theory method, seeks to answer the question of how the intervention and conflicts of interest of members
of parliament can be explained and analyzed in relation to the early stages of the education policy-making process. The
findings indicate that members of parliament have experienced conflicts of interest in the initial stages of the education
policy-making process for various reasons. The categories of weak legislation, weak role performance, ineffective
institutional separation and structure, and ideology are among the most important factors contributing to the emergence of
conflicts of interest among legislators.
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Introduction

Conflict of interest is recognized as one of the most persistent and structurally embedded challenges in
educational governance, exerting profound effects on the quality, coherence, and efficiency of policy decisions
within the education sector (Ansari, 2022; Vaseghi Badi & Bani Asad Dashtabi, 2022). In the context of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, the role of members of the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Parliament) in shaping,
approving, and overseeing educational policies has been substantial; however, evidence shows that in many
instances, these interventions have been influenced by conflicting personal, political, or economic interests,
which have often overshadowed the pursuit of the public good (Harasani, 2023a, 2023b; Zolfaghari, 2023).
This problem is compounded by the fact that education is a strategic and high-priority domain, directly linked
to human capital formation and long-term national development (Askari et al., 2019; Najipour, 2023).

From a theoretical perspective, conflict of interest in public policy has been studied as both an ethical and a
legal issue, but more importantly as an independent variable capable of undermining institutional efficiency,
public trust, and the legitimacy of governance systems (Harasani et al., 2020; Rao, 2025). In the Iranian

education sector, conflicts of interest have manifested in various forms, including legislative fragmentation,
overlapping institutional mandates, and the predominance of ideological policy orientations (Karimian &
Moghaddasi, 2019; Moghaddasi & Karimian, 2019). These findings resonate with international literature,
which emphasizes that in the absence of clear institutional boundaries, transparent procedures, and evidence-
based policymaking, legislative bodies often become arenas for interest-driven interventions (Adriansen et
al., 2025; Gormley, 2025).

Moreover, parliamentary involvement has extended beyond the legislative mandate to include interference in
managerial appointments, teacher recruitment, budget allocation, and even curriculum design (Altintas, 2025;
Zeinaloo et al., 2019). Such overlaps blur the separation of powers and create fertile ground for conflicts of
interest (Oztel, 2025). Another critical dimension revealed in prior research is the prevalence of ideological
policymaking, wherein parliamentary representatives impose value-laden perspectives on the content and
objectives of the education system, sometimes at the expense of pluralism, inclusivity, and pedagogical
innovation (Aryafard & Beigi Malekabadi, 2023; Narayanan et al., 2025).

Against this background, this study aimed to identify and analyze the causal factors underlying parliamentary
conflicts of interest in the Iranian education policy process. By employing a grounded theory approach and
Corbin and Strauss’s paradigm model, the study focused on uncovering the structural, procedural, and
ideological roots of such conflicts, with the ultimate goal of informing strategies to enhance transparency,
accountability, and the primacy of the public interest in educational policymaking.

Methods and Materials

The research adopted a qualitative methodology, employing grounded theory as articulated by Corbin and
Strauss. Data collection involved two main stages: a documentary review of relevant legal, policy, and
institutional records, and semi-structured interviews with 12 experts, including university professors, senior
educational managers, and former high-ranking officials in the Ministry of Education. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on criteria such as extensive professional experience in education,
familiarity with conflict of interest issues, and direct engagement in policy or governance roles.

The data analysis process followed the three-step coding sequence typical of grounded theory: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. This enabled the systematic identification of concepts, their categorization
into themes, and the integration of these categories into a coherent explanatory framework. Analytical rigor
was ensured through triangulation of documentary and interview data, member checking with selected
participants, and constant comparative analysis throughout the coding process. The Corbin and Strauss
paradigm model was applied with a specific focus on causal conditions, omitting other dimensions (context,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences) to align with the study’s objectives.
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Findings

The analysis identified three overarching categories as primary causal conditions contributing to parliamentary
conflicts of interest in educational policymaking: (1) Weak Legislation, (2) Weak Role Definition, Separation
of Powers, and Inefficient Institutional Structure, and (3) Ideological Policymaking.

Weak Legislation emerged as a key factor, encompassing issues such as legal fragmentation, legislative
inconsistency, lack of transparency in drafting and approval processes, and insufficient pre-legislative impact
assessments. Several participants pointed to cases where laws were crafted in a vague or overly general manner,
enabling selective implementation or concealment from public scrutiny. Examples included legislation
favoring the recruitment of non-qualified teaching staff (e.g., informal and temporary hires) without adherence
to merit-based criteria, driven largely by electoral or patronage motives.

The second major category, Weak Role Definition, Separation of Powers, and Inefficient Institutional
Structure, referred to the pervasive overlap between legislative and executive functions. Parliamentary
representatives were found to interfere extensively in executive domains such as managerial appointments,
budget earmarking for specific constituencies, and even operational decisions at the school level. These
interventions were often facilitated by the absence of effective party systems, weak accountability mechanisms,
and entrenched patron—client relationships between representatives and their electoral base. The data also
revealed instances where representatives leveraged legislative powers to protect or advance private educational
enterprises in which they or their associates had vested interests.

The third category, Ideological Policymaking, described the tendency of some representatives to impose
specific ideological or political agendas on the education system. This influence was particularly visible in
curriculum content decisions, the promotion or suppression of certain educational programs, and resistance to
reforms perceived as incompatible with prevailing ideological orientations. Such interventions frequently
disregarded empirical evidence or expert consensus, prioritizing alignment with ideological narratives over
educational efficacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the structural and systemic nature of conflicts of interest among
parliamentary representatives in Iran’s education sector. The persistence of weak legislative processes suggests
that reform efforts must prioritize enhancing the technical capacity and independence of legislative bodies, as
well as institutionalizing rigorous pre-legislative evaluation mechanisms. Weak role definition and the erosion
of separation of powers indicate a need for stronger institutional safeguards to prevent legislative overreach
into executive functions, particularly in personnel management and budgetary allocation.

The data also highlight the significant impact of ideological policymaking, which, while potentially serving
goals of cultural cohesion, risks marginalizing diverse perspectives and undermining innovation in educational
practice. Comparative international research suggests that pluralistic, evidence-based policy environments are
more effective in balancing cultural objectives with educational quality and inclusivity.

Addressing these challenges will require a multifaceted strategy. Legal reforms should consolidate and clarify
conflict of interest regulations, ensuring that they are comprehensive, enforceable, and publicly accessible.
Institutional reforms should strengthen oversight mechanisms, including independent bodies empowered to
investigate and sanction breaches of conflict of interest norms. Culturally, there is a pressing need to cultivate
a political and organizational ethos that prioritizes the public interest in educational governance over personal
or partisan gains.

Ultimately, the study contributes to both the theoretical and practical understanding of how conflicts of interest
shape educational policymaking in Iran. By focusing specifically on the causal conditions rooted in
parliamentary behavior, it provides a targeted framework for diagnosing and addressing one of the most
intractable barriers to effective, equitable, and sustainable educational reform. In doing so, it reinforces the
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principle that transparent, accountable, and evidence-driven governance is indispensable for the long-term
vitality of the education system and, by extension, the nation’s development trajectory.
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