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Abstract 

Any major social action entails both intended and unintended consequences. Commercialization of academic products 

brings about simultaneously, along with numerous advantages for universities and society, probable manifest and latent 

drawbacks and negative consequences for academic values. In this article, six academic values, in terms of science 

values, shared governance, academic prestige, academic freedom, active teaching-learning process and liberal approach 

to education, all in relation to commercialization, are examined and then some measures of commercialization to be 

taken by universities are presented. Awareness about these points enables universities to benefit from opportunities in 

commercialization and to avoid its threats. 

Keywords: higher education, academic values, commercialization, unintended consequences, university and industry 

collaboration. 
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Introduction1

In recent years universities have increasingly pursed 

a commercialization agenda. The reasons behind this 

emergent mission are manifold (Ylijoki, 2003, p. 

307). On the one hand, in order to remain competi-

tive in the global market, corporations are increas-

ingly seeking for new knowledge and science-based 

productions and processes from universities (Slaugh-

ter and Leslie, 1997, p. 7). On the other hand, the 

need for new sources of academic research funding 

created by budgetary stringency, has motivated uni-

versities to collaborate with external customers 

(Bercovitz and Feldman, 2006, p. 175). Correspond-

ingly, according to triple helix model, dynamic ele-

ments are incorporated in cross-institutional activi-

ties. Close relationships between universities, gov-

ernment and industry have brought about “a second 

academic revolution”: whereas in the first academic 

revolution research was incorporated in a primarily 

educational institution, now a “new third mission” 

contributing to the economy, is added to core func-

tions of higher education institutions (Etzkowitz and 

Leydesdorff, 1999).  

A close look at modifications in Iranian universities is 

suggestive of commercialization and orientation of 

educational institutions toward market-based economic 

organizations. At policy making level, one of the tasks 

of Iran Supreme Council of Science, Research and 

Technology in policymaking and macro-programming 

phase is to establish necessary policies for commer-

cialization of research findings and for expanding and 

transferring modern technologies and inventions to 

industrial partners. Additionally, one of the policies 

and missions of higher education, specified in the 

Fourth Development Program of Iran, is to pass and to 

communicate regulations in connection with the meth-

ods of involving researchers in the profits of commer-
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cialization of research findings (Higher education na-

tional report, 1380). As a result, such a trend will in-

creasingly lead universities and researchers (faculty 

members) toward commercial activities as a part of 

larger free-market methodologies (Sanders, 2007, p. 3). 

In Iran commercial activities constitute information of 

university owned for profit companies, co-ventures 

with private proprietary, non-university institution 

framing, pretty trade on campus and admission of full 

fee-paying students (Higher Education’s national re-

port, 1383). Certainly, the entrance of higher education 

into commerce and marketing of its products and its 

attention to the market demands and customer’s crite-

ria, have some positive opportunities and conse-

quences, among which are enhancement of revenues, 

benefiting from scientific research and the correlation 

between education and training with economic and 

social objectives (Meyer & Evanse, 2005). 

Changes in the commercialization of academic 

products could also be interpreted as components of 

a broader “shock wave” that tends to transform the 

professoriate status and other academic values (Cre-

spo and Dridi, 2007, p. 67). 

A review of critical studies about Iran’s higher edu-

cation institutions clarifies the intervention of mar-

ket values in scientific research process (Mansuri, 

2001), that has lead to intervention of personal inter-

est and connection with specific individuals in mar-

ket and university, evaluation of faculty members in 

light of their income obtained from profitable re-

search contracts (Arasteh, 2003; Shafiee, 2002) and 

a decline in research, educational, professional and 

administrational values. Therefore, deeper reflection 

on universities’ commercial activities based on eco-

nomic rationality and its impact on the predominant 

values of this institution, academic rationality, seems 

to be necessary. Regarding the impact of this emerg-

ing paradigm on academic values in Iranian higher 

education, this article intends to study the effect of 
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commercial activities of universities on their values 

so that more care could be taken of the commerciali-

zation of universities and finally a new trend is in-

troduced for taking further steps in making policies. 

There must be a critical thought and care about 

launching commercialization, particularly under 

macro policy-making in a society where there is the 

expectation that university must supply at least 40% 

of the civil service costs. In such conditions, in order 

to examine the trends in macro-policies of higher 

education as well as to analyze a significant role of 

values and norms that dominated universities in all-

round social development, it seems necessary that 

we inspect the interactions between university and 

market. This research has its roots in the fact that we 

must discover to what extent universities are able to 

create a cultural shield to protect their identity and to 

respect the values of different parts of our system 

and to defend practically this trend by recognizing 

threatening factors of market and commerce and 

eliminating them. Researchers believe that this trend 

can have positive effects if it is recognized and dealt 

with appropriately (Iran Higher Education’s Na-

tional Report). This is so because besides presenting 

the policy of commercialization of academically 

scientific results, ministry of science, research and 

technology must scientifically explain cultural, po-

litical and social issues in universities as it is one of 

the responsibilities of this ministry highlighted in 

objectives of the 20-year Vision and the Fourth De-

velopment Programme and the Law of Objectives, 

Responsibilities and Organizations. Otherwise, as 

Richardson interprets, it could clearly be said that 

government and higher education institutes will be 

acting in a situation void of policymaking that 

leads to nothing, and negative and unanticipated 

consequences are expected to emerge which are 

the fruits of political oppressions from social 

macro policy-makers. Therefore, a close study of 

variables in this research as consequences of 

commercialization in universities seems necessary 

to help policy-makers and officials.  

1. Commercialization and academic values 

Recently, the commercialization of university tech-

nologies has attracted significant attentions. This 

trend enables universities to obtain sole ownership 

of the patent rights to technologies developed par-

tially or wholly with public funds and to exploit 

technological knowledge (Grandi and Grimaldi, 

2005, p. 822). The dominant mode, through which 

these entities have participated in commercializa-

tion, is through licensing intellectual property rights 

to establish spin-off companies, starts-up, and fac-

ulty-conducted ventures (Tijssen, 2005, p. 710). 

Commercialization is a process through which ideas, 

findings or university products are converted into 

products, services and processes capable of being 

presented to market. Therefore, from a funding per-

spective, it refers to the archetypical mode of gener-

ating revenue for many public universities (Ouma-

Wangenge, 2008, p. 56). It is a means to bring find-

ings resulted from research to market and then new 

ideas or findings develop to be new products and 

services or technologies which can be sold all 

around the world. In other words, commercialization 

is believed to be the attempts to sell university works 

with the purpose of acquiring profit (Glazer, 2004, p. 

112; Bok, 2003, p. 1). Production and marketing of 

university products are new domains in which uni-

versity principles and core educational and research 

values are overshadowed by principles and values of 

commerce (Gieger, 2004, p. 392). Many authors 

claim that there is a new role for universities in soci-

ety with respect to commercialization of research 

results, “entrepreneurial science” (Rasmussen et al., 

2006; Muller, 2006). In this new paradigm, science 

has entered marketing literature as a service or a 

university product, consequently such issues as cus-

tomer satisfaction and marketing of university prod-

ucts have entered academic domains (Brooks, 2005; 

Plewa & Quester, 2005; Nowtony, 2006). 

According to Willmott (1995), “the commodifica-

tion of academic knowledge production which is 

increasingly judged in terms of its exchange value, is 

represented in research funding and position in uni-

versity league tables, rather than in terms of its in-

trinsic value. As an original contribution to knowl-

edge it is also seeing, “McDonaldization” of its dis-

semination, where delivery is increasingly judged in 

terms of efficiency, value for money, and ability to 

attract large number of fee-paying students, who are 

being duly re-constituted customer – the results, it is 

said, of academic work and proletarianization of 

academic worker” ( Harely, 2006). 

As universities increasingly rely on external funding 

to support their research programs, and as individual 

faculty members find that their professional ad-

vancement increasingly relies on grantsmanship and 

the generation of a constant flow of external fund-

ing, observers have begun to raise questions about 

the impact of these changes on the academic values 

(Fajen, 2006, p. 1). Nevertheless, despite the in-

creasing orientation towards commercialization of 

research results and education, in the current litera-

ture of universities, certain alarming issues, such as 

their impact on predominant scientific values in 

universities, are raised (Behrens & Gray, 2001; 

Nowtony, 2006; Robins, 2007). Some scholars be-

lieve that after echoing the ring of secularism in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries, we now hear an-

other echo against fundamental values of universi-

ties, values such as academic freedom and normative 
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structure of science (Bok, 2003; Kutinlahti, 2005; 

Nowotony, 2006). An anxiety is being formed about 

commercial activities of universities, due to prevail-

ing strong motive towards money-making activities 

and generating more revenue and consequently more 

legitimacy. This trend will normally affect the com-

mitment of universities to pursue the active teach-

ing-learning process objectively (Domino, 2006, pp. 

1-3; Danaeefard, 2004, p. 183). Some faculty 

charged that as market forces had increased at uni-

versities, it enabled trustees and administrators to 

circumvent the normal channels of governance, leav-

ing faculty “out of the governance loop”, bypassed 

in the decision-making process (Bleak, 2003, p. 9). 

Some asserted that values, like academic collectiv-

ism and self-governance of departments, are dimin-

ished (Hellstrom, 2004, p. 512). Others focused on 

the lack of social significance of strongly institution-

alized forms of academic conduction (Ziman, 2000) 

and social justice in university as a public good 

(Cunninghum, 2007).  

Additionally, the effect of increasing number of 

practical courses based on tuition fee, and paying 

more attention to practical disciplines, where com-

mercial contracts in their research areas are more 

feasible, will not only influence graduates’ percep-

tions, but also will lead to the withdrawal of some 

educational domains and despair self-efficacy of 

faculty members (Bok, 2003, p. 6). This condition 

leads to decline of social prestige of faculty member 

(Faber, 1987). Analyzing the commercial activities 

of universities, many scholars have discussed “the 

abuse of universities rational borders” or aiming at 

“academic rationality” (Behrens & Gray, 1999, pp. 

180-183; Kutinlahti, 2005, p. 18). Some discuss the 

damages to institutional integrity and identity (Hen-

kel, 2005), social cohesion of universities (Heuser, 

2007), academic honesty (Choong, 2007, p. 91), and 

others point at directed threats that are posed against 

liberal education (Reed, 2004; Magnell, 2005) as 

well as fundamental values of higher education such 

as academic freedom (Furres, 2005; French, 2005, p. 

1). In spite of the fact that these activities’ mutual 

benefits are approved by scientific sources, and at 

the same time the commercial activities influence 

university education and training, some potentials of 

conflict and resistance are being formed (Rusmussen 

and Gulbrandsen, 2006, p. 518). 

In literature, presenting an introduction from both 

optimistic and pessimistic perspectives, it is written 

that pessimistic ideas about commercialization are 

responsible for a decrease in research studies in 

long- term, a tension between open science culture 

and commercialization or commoditization and fi-

nally increasing pressure on university education 

and appointed responsibilities of basic research 

(Gulbrandsen and Smeby, 2005). Bok, the former 

Harvard president, in his analysis of the impact of 

the pressure of commercialization on higher educa-

tion through obtaining more benefits from science, 

points out that the conflict between the above-

mentioned phenomenon and the ideals of university 

ought to be entirely reflected upon limitless pursuit 

of new knowledge; and transferring it to the next 

generation via education should be considered. Ad-

ditionally, receiving scientific awards which are 

basically rational and thoughtfully based on the pres-

tigious status and development of science, is now 

based on other criteria such as larger number of en-

rollment, transfer of technology and commercializa-

tion of intellectual capitals (Bok, 2003, p. 6). From 

another point of view, challenges of commercializa-

tion, particularly for faculty members, have brought 

about a change in role expectations and functions 

(Luanna & Evanse, 2005, p. 1). In a study entitled 

Interrogating the Crisis in Higher Education Mar-

keting: the CORD Model three crises have been 

taken into account: 

there continues to be sizeable resistance towards 

the marketing idea in the academy of many uni-

versities across the world; 

higher education itself has failed to identify its 

core business without which the sector can not 

have a firm marketing foundation; 

higher education marketing has not adequately 

domesticated itself and continues to rely on im-

ported wisdom from the business sector (Mar-

inge, 2005: 564). 

Literature review of the higher education in Iran has 

shown that ethical standards in Iranian scientific 

community are very weak and, therefore, coopera-

tion between university and industry is mainly based 

on the personal taste of and connection to specific 

individuals. Some argue that faculty members are no 

longer at universities and see this as unfavorable for 

training future experts and liberal citizens. More-

over, the relationship between universities and soci-

ety which is a positive phenomenon, eventually 

leading to the localization of university, has not yet 

been balanced. Instead, the criteria for genuine sci-

ence and research have strongly been muddied and 

conditions for pseudo-scientist are clearly high-

lighted. A study of destructive effects of this un-

healthy trend in the development process of the 

countries has evidently demonstrated the emergence 

of crisis in the academic rationality and social role of 

Iranian universities (Mansuri, 2001, pp. 21-22). 

Jacob also views universities’ commercial activities 

as a threat to the authority of science and believes 

that commercialization modifies culture of research 
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(Jacob, 2003, p. 133). Commercialization weakens 

ethical standards in research, and reduces joint stud-

ies between university and industry. Besides, it 

shakes people’s trust in research findings. What’s 

more, commercial purposes create conflicts between 

university research groups and their sponsors. These 

conflicts naturally affect the research results. Jacob 

believes that intervention in choosing a research 

plan, its analysis method and interpreting its results 

is influenced by commercialization of research. Re-

garding the above-mentioned notions, in this article, 

six concepts in terms of academic values (Kreber 

and Mhina, 2005; Pasiekine, 2002; Scott, 2004; 

Kutinlahti, 2005) are specifically considered and the 

impact of commercialization on them is analyzed.  

2. Science values 

Merton presented four values that define science: 

“universalism”, “communism”, “disinterestedness” 

and “organized skepticism” (Triggle, 2005, p. 141).  

In communism, scientific findings result from 

social cooperation and these findings are a type of 

shared heritage in which individual’s role in mak-

ing science is limited and insignificant. Findings 

are the product of social cooperation and are as-

signed to the community. The concern is that in-

creased industry sponsorship of research will re-

sult in an increase of secrecy and concealing in 

academic science (Fajen, 2006, p. 70). Disinter-

estedness is the term Merton (1957) used for the 

idea that scientists are motivated to adhere to the 

norms of science, not by the financial gain but 

rather by the desire for priority in discovery and 

peer recognition that follows from such discovery. 

The counter norm to disinterestedness is self-

interestedness, which describes the situation in 

which scientists are motivated by competition 

with each other to obtain grants, publication and 

other rewards (Macfarlane and Cheng, 2008, p. 

69). Universalism conveys the idea that scientists 

evaluate research by considering only its merit, 

rather than by judging it based on the reputation or 

past work of the researcher. The counter norm 

associated with universalism is particularism, 

which means that researchers would judge the 

value of new research based on its source (Fajen, 

2006, p. 78). Finally, organized skepticism is the 

idea that all new research evidence should be con-

sidered, even if it contradicts one’s own work. The 

corresponding alternative norm, organized dogma-

tism, suggests that scientists are focused on pro-

moting their own theories or discoveries (Behrens 

and Gray, 1999, p. 183). Hence, we formulate the 

first hypothesis as follows: 

H1: Commercial activities of university affect sci-

ence values in Iranian higher education. 

3. University shared governance 

Birnbaum (1988) contended that governance an-

swers the question “Who is in charge here?” Simi-

larly some defined “university governance as the 

distribution of legitimate authority for the purposes 

of making decisions and taking actions. Indeed, de-

cision-making is at the very heart of governance”. 

Yet, it is here that the academy and corporation per-

haps differ most markedly. Characterized by dif-

fused authority and de-centralized decision-making, 

academic governance is typically,” shared “by fac-

ulty, administers and board of trustees and is consid-

ered one of the core values of the academy. In aca-

demic governance, inactivity prevails, participation 

is fluid, and interest group behavior and conflict 

often dominate discourse among governing struc-

tures Bleak, 2003, pp. 62-63).  

Besides emphasis on the role of universities’ man-

agers in the process of commercialization, Gieger 

believes that the main task of managers is to inject 

economical rationality to academic tasks and ac-

tivities. This economical rationality considers the 

maintenance of economical autonomy through 

university control on revenues and expenditures as 

the responsibility of a university (Gieger, 2004). 

With such an interpretation, higher education ad-

ministration in this process for getting more 

sources, has a penchant towards producing mar-

keting intelligence and imposing it on picking out 

more students (enrollment management) and get-

ting more sources (marketing) and regulating co-

herent structures with it (Greek et al., 2005). 

Some believed that the growth of the so-called 

managerialism, suggested that differences between 

academic institutions and other forms of organiza-

tions, in a knowledge-based society are being re-

duced (Scott, 2003, p. 304). Today administrations 

are regarding academic members, as a source to 

facilitate the works and bring funds. This reversal 

is altering academics’ positions and relationships 

(Polster, 2007, p. 604). 

According to adaptation theory, in order to cope 

with the changes in the remote and commercial envi-

ronment of higher education institutions, many uni-

versity administrations incorporated proven private 

sector management tools such as top-down man-

agement, market mission statements, corporate lexi-

con and incorporating words like efficiency, ac-

countability, the bottom line, value added, cost- 

benefit, output and consumer (Feldman, 2007, p. 60; 

Zilwa, 2007). Opponents argue that adaptation to 

market-driven realities, is antithetical to the shared 

governance value in higher education (Kennedy, 

2003, p. 57). Hence, we formulated the second hy-

pothesis as follows: 
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H2: Commercial activities of university affect univer-

sity shared governance in Iranian higher education. 

4. Academic prestige of faculty members  

Every organization belongs to an organizational set 

which is defined as consisting of two or more or-

ganizations of the same type, each of which is con-

tinuously visible to one another. Furthermore, com-

parison is the essential function of an organizational 

set, and every set creates a prestige order that is rec-

ognized by members and usually by an outside audi-

ence as well. The prestige order serves the primary 

functions of facilitating communication among the 

organizations in the set and with the outside audi-

ences, providing regulating cooperation and conflict 

among the members of organization. Prestige is not 

a direct measure of productivity, but a composite of 

subjective opinion. “What is important in the disci-

pline is what others, think of him and how good he 

is” (Faber, 1978, p. 13). 

Traditionally, universities have been collegial com-

munities that have enjoyed professional autonomy, 

their members having the freedom to select their 

own interests, priorities and goals according to crite-

ria, set by their discipline values. The scholarly ideal 

prestige, generated a thirst for knowledge and love 

for learning, uncontaminated by material considera-

tions. “Indeed, academia has given more symbolic 

than material rewards to its members. Their ad-

vancement, particularly to the higher ranks, has been 

due less to their contribution to their employing 

organization than to their academic discipline within 

a reputational system judged by peer review” 

(Harely, 2006, p. 330). 

It has been argued, that commercial activities of 

universities, particularly their relationship with in-

dustry, influence faculty members’ perceptions to-

ward them (Behrens & Gray, 1999, p. 182). A study 

done on the process of changes in Iranian higher 

education is suggestive of launching commercial 

processes and coordination between university and 

industry in commercial university – industry pro-

jects. Results have shown that these activities, re-

sulted in entrance of non-academic individuals into 

academic environment, changing the promotion 

criteria for faculty members, the lack of self-efficacy 

and authority feeling across faculty members and 

lack of social trust toward them (Arasteh, 2003, p. 

63). Faber also stated that commercialization orien-

tation of academic members toward higher educa-

tion, can alter two main prestige factors, in terms of 

tenure and authority (Faber, 1978).  

Passing and exercising laws concerning different 

ways of involving researchers in the profits obtained 

from commercializing research results are an in-

stance of this policy making in a large scale in Iran 

(Higher Education National Report, 1384). In a 

smaller scale, we may point at Amir Kabir Industrial 

University as a point in case. As a result of this plan, 

a contract’s credit can be measured in terms of pub-

lishing commercially usable research articles. For 

instance, a faculty member who has dealt a contract 

worth 500000 dollars, gets 8 research points 

(Arasteh, 2003, p. 72). While reviewing conflicts in 

connection with the launching of higher education 

commercial activities in Iran, we come across a 

spectrum of attention to the effect of these activities 

on not involved academic member and also its 

threats to promotion of them, and their academic 

prestige, when comparing themselves with well-

known researchers at university. Hence, we formu-

late the third hypothesis as follows: 

H3: Commercial activities of university affect 

faculty members perception toward their own 

academic prestige. 

5. Academic freedom  

Academic freedom refers to the freedom of faculty 

members to study, teach, research and publish with-

out being subject to, or causing undue interference 

(Altbach, 2001, p. 206). Academic freedom is 

granted in the belief that it enhances the pursuit and 

application of worthwhile knowledge, and as much 

is supported by society through the funding of aca-

demics and their institution. Academic freedom em-

bodies an acceptance by academics of the need to 

encourage openness and flexibility in academic 

work, and of their accountability to each other and to 

society in general. Academic freedom is an aspect of 

academic autonomy on whose basis faculty mem-

bers enjoy the following freedom: freedom from 

imposing ideology, freedom from being evaluated 

by customers and freedom from external pressure 

(Michael, 1997, p. 129; Kayrooz, Kinnear & Pre-

ston, 2005; Taylor et al., 2006). Supplying suppor-

tive research facilities as much and as fast as possi-

ble is one of the most important principles of mani-

festation of academic freedom that means all ne-

cessities and tasks of this institution ought to be 

fulfilled and performed by the institution itself 

(Mansuri, 2001, p. 17). 

A study focusing on unintended consequences of 

cooperative research and the impact of industry 

sponsorship on climate for academic freedom and its 

relevant consequences has been conducted. Besides 

giving reference to numerous studies about collabo-

rative research done by university and industry, it 

discusses lack of experimental studies on expendi-

tures or on university graduates and their impact on 

academic freedom. This study intends to measure 

advantages of collaborative research done by univer-
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sity and industry against its drawbacks. To do this, 

the impacts of the source of capital (industry or gov-

ernment) on type of investment (one source, consor-

tium or without investment), on research process and 

its consequences, particularly among vulnerable 

academic graduates, were taken into account. De-

spite some small differences in this regard, results of 

this study are indicative of negative effects of indus-

try or government financial support on academic 

research and of graduates’ experience. Nevertheless, 

further analyses in this study show various variables 

that affect academic freedom in university (Behrens 

& Gray, 2001). In an exploratory research entitled 

Academic Freedom and Commercialization of Aus-

tralian Universities, the impact of commercial ac-

tivities of universities (presenting courses based on 

tuition fee, collaborative research between university 

and industry and academic consultation) on aca-

demic freedom principles is analyzed and the as-

sumption is made that in the new millennium, uni-

versities in an environment with financial character-

istics and values are explored in three levels: indi-

vidual, collegial and institutional. Ninety-two per-

cent of respondents who provided answers said that 

the most important principle in academic freedom is 

freedom to define the title of research, choosing its 

methodology and publishing the results. Modifica-

tion in research time and in research title for finan-

cial reasons is the most important consequence of 

research commercialization. Those who provided us 

with answers along with declaring satisfaction in 

individual level, declared their concerns of some 

systematic side effects of commercialization on aca-

demic freedom in both collegial and institutional 

levels (Kayrooz et al., 2001). Hence, we formulate 

the fourth hypothesis: 

H4: Commercial activities of university affect aca-

demic freedom in Iranian higher education.  

6. Teaching-learning  

Scholars stressed on values such as actions, commu-

nication, participation and experience in the teach-

ing-learning as a social practice; the end goal being 

the continual process of individual growth directed 

toward social aims (Monahan, 2004, p. 286). The 

process of teaching-learning is also influenced by 

university commercial activities (Bok, 2003). The 

combination of certain rationalities, both neo-liberal 

(academic capitalism, privatization, vouchers, flexi-

ble and docile students, IT pedagogies) and neo-

conservative (standards and accountability) leading 

to overall, proscribes not only teaching-learning as a 

social act, but also insidiously eliminates democracy 

by denying legitimate public space for free discus-

sion and critique and active relationships between 

students and academic members (Monahan, 2004, p. 

286). The effects of commercialization, in their turn, 

have had devastating effects on the morale of faculty 

and devaluing the teaching-learning profession, 

warned of institutional decay (Feldman, 2007, p. 

64). In an effort to be competitive with other univer-

sities, and therefore increase national ranking, uni-

versities have neglected their teaching values. Shift-

ing curricula to reflect trends focusing more on re-

search (because research can generate income), and 

less on teaching has become common practice 

(Feldman, 2007, p. 61). In this regard, a university 

might be tempted to increase the direct tuition fee 

for the courses it presents. Additionally, involve-

ment of faculty members in commercial activity, 

lack of the time for direct interactions between pro-

fessors and students (Powers, 2000). Therefore, the 

fifth hypothesis has been formulated as follows: 

H5: Commercial activities of university affect teach-

ing-learning process in Iran higher education. 

7. Liberal education 

A liberal education in the sense of one that frees 

the mind, is, ideally, as integrated to a scientific 

and methodological education as it is to an educa-

tion in the arts and humanities. It aims to educate 

students who can “think autonomously, critically 

and dialogically” within a university that is re-

sponsible for upholding norms of freedom and 

democracy, and for activity as a source of inde-

pendent criticism in the area of its competencies 

(Tasker and Packham, 1993, p. 131).   

Because of the demands of the economy, higher 

education soon placed an extraordinary value on 

offering courses based on a quantitative or revenue 

generating basis (Bok, 2003). This has led to the 

demise of many traditional humanities and social 

science courses, new disciplines and programs be-

came plentiful in higher education curricula. Addi-

tionally, the traditional academic value of educating 

students to be productive citizens in a democratic 

society changed to the idea of training students for 

jobs in the marketplaces (Feldman, 2007, p. 65).  

Paying attention to university commercial activities 

and their focus on profitability, some scholars say 

that higher education with an increase in pragmatic 

aspect will change its trend in liberal education as 

core values shared as fundamental basis of univer-

sity (Magyar, 2006: 392), and pay more attention to 

applied disciplines (Scott, 2004; Bok, 2003; Taylor 

& Braddock, 2006). Production and sale for profit 

are anti-thesis for the ideals that Newman defined in 

his book “ideal of university and lovely process of 

dedicating science”. He, by presenting a concept so-

called “Lure of profit” consider commercialization 

in higher education a threatening trend (Gieger, 

2004: 389, Greek et al., 2005). So we can formulate 

the sixth hypothesis as follows: 



Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 7, Issue 2, 2009 

19

H6: Commercial activities of university affect the 

liberal education in Iranian higher education. 

8. Methodology 

This practical field study is a descriptive survey 

looking for a causative relation between the vari-

ables. The results can be comfortably generalized to 

similar situations. 

The data base for this study consisted of public 

higher education institutions, taken from Iranian 

Higher Education Report (2006). This directory 

contains a compilation of all higher education 

institutions in the special data base maintained by 

the science, research and technology ministry. The 

guide was arranged in alphabetical order, by geo-

graphical area, and provided institutional charac-

teristics and the names and titles of academic 

members for 82 public universities in Iran. The 

population for our research consisted of faculty 

members of all 8 public universities in Tehran 

city. We stratified faculty members of these uni-

versities into 4 fields of studies of humanities, 

engineering, medicine and basic sciences. Selec-

tion of faculties was done by means of stratified 

random sampling. The study sample consisted of a 

total of 352 individuals, among which 107 indi-

viduals from humanities, 60 individuals from 

medicine, 130 individuals from engineering, and 

55 individuals from basic sciences. The majority 

of faculty members consists of males (83.8 per-

cent), and females (16.2 percent). Over 81.8 per-

cent of the professors has obtained a doctorate 

degree and is predominantly employed as an assis-

tant professor (51.4 percent). The mean age of 

respondents was 49 (Table 1). 

Within the domain of higher education in Iran, pub-

lic higher education is widely represented. The sam-

pling frame of public institutions was selected, be-

cause such institutions face extreme external pres-

sure for commercialization of university products, 

specially, university research results. The public 

institutions in this sampling frame also face higher 

degree of external controls (state, religious, etc.) and 

increased pressure for external adaptation. 

Finally, it has been accepted that cultural norms 

across scientific fields of faculty members may 

also be critical in shaping faculty involvement in 

commercial activities.  

Disciplines differ in cognitive dimensions. Some 

of them deal with discoveries and explaining phe-

nomena (basic science), the others are pragmatic 

in nature (engineering), the third, like history, are 

concerned with understanding and interpreting the 

phenomena (Ylijoki, 2000, p. 340). 

Faculty members from the same scientific disci-

pline, have a set of common perceptions and prac-

tices that are likely to influence their degree of 

engagements in knowledge transfer activities 

(Este and Patel, 2007). Hence in this paper we 

entered and focused on the fields, along with other 

demographic characteristics.  

Table 1. Demographics of participants 

Demographics Total number % 

Gender

Male 295 83.8 

Female 57 16.2 

Age

Less than 30 9 2.6 

30-39 years old 51 14.5 

40-49 years old 177 50.3 

50-59 years old 99 28.1 

Over 60 years old 16 4.5 

Time at university 

Less than 6 years 45 12.8 

6-15 years 103 29.3 

16-25 years 123 34.9 

26-35 years 53 15.1 

Over 35 years 28 8.0 

Rank

Lecture 64 18.2 

Assistant 181 51.4 

Associate 81 23.0 

Full 26 7.4 

Fields

Engineering 130 36.93 

Humanities 107 30.39 

Medicine 60 17.4 

Basic sciences 55 15.6 

8.1. Data collection. A questionnaire was the main 

instrument with 48 questions. The questions were 

divided among variables in the following way: 18 

questions (1 to 18) for analyzing the commerciali-

zation variable, 4 questions (19 to 22) for analyzing 

science values variable, 6 questions (23 to 28) for 

analyzing university shared governance, 6 ques-

tions (29 to 34) for analyzing academic prestige of 

faculty member variable, 6 questions (35 to 40) for 

analyzing academic freedom variable, 4 questions 

(45 to 48) for analyzing liberal education variable, 

and 4 questions (41 to 44) for analyzing teaching-

learning variable. 

As many authors have noted, commercial activi-

ties can be categorized according to resource de-

ployment, length and formalization of agreements 

(Este and Patel, 2007). Building on this, we cate-

gorized commercial activities according to the 

formalization of agreements, and asked respon-

dents about the frequency of commercial activi-

ties, across five groups (See Table 2). 
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Table 2. Grouping commercial activities in five 

categories

Groups

Meeting conferences 

Consultancy and contract research 

Creation of physical facilities 

Training

Joint research 

Our research was conducted in the first half of 2008, 

and resulted in 342 valid returned questionnaires, a 

response rate of 70.1 percent. There were no statistical 

differences in the response rates across scientific disci-

plines, which ranged from 86 percent for humanities, 

to 57 percent for engineering. The collection of ques-

tionnaires continued 56 days with the help of 2 ques-

tioners (that is 2/85 questionnaires for each questioner 

per day). Of course, gathering 3 questionnaires a day 

shows the reluctance of respondents. The questionnaire 

was based on Likert scale, ranged from 1 as totally 

opposed to 5 as completely agreed. 

8.2. Measures and instruments. In designing the 

questionnaire questions it has been noticed to per-

form the required precision in order to have sim-

ple but clear questions. In order to determine the 

questionnaire reliability, 30 questionnaires were 

distributed among universities assistants. The 

Cronbach Alpha coefficient of the independent 

variable scale (commercialization) with 18 ques-

tions was about 0.89 and that for the dependent 

variables scale (6 variables) with 30 questions was 

0.91 which proved the reliability of research in-

struments. The independent variable scale had 20 

questions and each dependent variable scale had 6 

questions. After determination of validity, 2 ques-

tions were deleted from the first and 6 questions 

were deleted from the second one. 

Also in order to answer the question of validity, 

factor analysis and content validity tests were 

performed. Experts’ views were used for the de-

termination of content validity of the question-

naire and required changes were made to make 

sure those questionnaires meet the desired specifi-

cations of researchers. 

Content validity test of questionnaire along with 

confirmatory factor analysis were performed using 

the 8/53 LISREL software. It is worth mentioning 

that in order to confirm the measurement model or 

factor analysis, first of all, its indicators should be 

included goodness of fit, and secondly, t-value and 

its standard coefficients should be significant. If the 

amount of 
2
is less and the ratio of 

2
/DF is less 

than 3, and RMSE1 is less than 0.05 and GFI2 and  

                                                     
1 Root Mean Square Error of Approximation. 

AGFA3 are higher than 90 percent it can be con-

cluded that the model enjoys a very suitable good-

ness of fit. If the amounts are more than 2 or less 

than -2 they would be significant in 99 percent of 

confidence level. 

By looking at the external results of LISREL, it can 

be seen that independent variable (commercializa-

tion) measurement model is regarded as a suitable 

model because 2 amount, RMSEA amount and the 

ratio of 2 /DF are low and its GFI and AGFA 

amounts are higher than 90 percent. Also, all of the 

t-values are significant at the confidence level of 99 

percent. Also dependent variables measurement 

model is regarded as a suitable model because the 

amount of ², RMSEA and the ratio of ²/DF is 

low and the amount of GFI and AGFA is more than 

90 percent. All of the t-values in 99 percent of cer-

tainty level are significant. These results express that 

the questionnaires used in this study enjoy high level 

of validity and reliability. 

9. Analysis and results 

In order to investigate the causal relation in hypothe-

sis, structural equations modeling was used. This is 

the last step for confirmatory factor analysis which 

has been performed before on research analyzing 

scale which also shows the suggested validity of 

conceptual model, through model fitting indicators. 

Causal relation between dependent and independent 

research variables, through using structural equa-

tions modeling method (process analysis) was tested 

by the use of LISREL l8.53 software. Seven models 

were totally performed of which the first model, the 

relation between academic values, was analyzed 

with 6 dependent variables. Diagram 2 shows the 

results of the first model (general) which is struc-

tural equation modeling. Table 3 is the summary of 

the next 6 models results for 1 to 6 hypotheses test 

with structural modeling. 

Commercialization has shown negative relation with 

science values (t = -3.49, -0.16), that means respon-

dents believe that commercialization process has 

negative effect on science values. Also, there is a 

positive relation between commercialization and 

shared governance (t = 8.36, 0.40); it means that 

commercialization process has led to the managerial 

optimization in universities. Some of these issues are 

because of effectiveness that resulted from effective 

private management prototypes which have had 

positive effects on universities. 

There also exists a positive relation between com-

mercialization and professors academic prestige (t = 

                                                                                     
2 Goodness of Fit Index. 
3 Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index. 
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3.74, 119) that means, when professors have a pro-

ductive relation with industry and government, they 

improve their own social prestige. Additionally, 

economic condition improvement will lead to the 

improvement of their academic prestige. This issue 

is also affected by the present social values that 

money plays a vital role in shaping them. There is a 

negative relation between academic freedom and 

commercialization (t = -8.06, -0.36). It means, as 

participants believe, commercialization will restrict 

the academic freedom. Some parts of this issue re-

late to the definition of research preferences of uni-

versities by market, industry and government. 

Therefore, university has no freedom in this act. 

There is a negative relation between commercializa-

tion and active teaching-learning process between 

faculty members and students (t = 3.75, -0.16). It 

means that university lecturers’ participation in 

commercial activities will damage education quality 

and quantity. Also, results have shown that com-

mercialization has negative impact on liberal edu-

cation (t = 5.36, -0.25), which means that the cur-

riculums of universities tend toward the market 

and industry preferences and the non-practical and 

pure science will be overridden. 

As it is shown, considering those significant t-values 

in 99 percent confidence level, all of the hypotheses 

are confirmed and the validity and fitting of models 

are confirmed because RMSE has low value and the 

ratio of ²/DF is less than 3 in all models and also 

in all models the AGFI and GFI value is more 

than 90 percent. Considering correlation between 

the dependent variable (commercialization) and 

the independent variables (6 variables), Spearman 

ranking test was used and the results are reflected 

in Table 4 (All coefficients are significant at 99 

percent confidence level ). 

Table 3. Hypotheses test results 

Model Hypothesis Standard coefficient t-values X²/DF RMSE GFI AGFI Results 

1 Commercialization  academic freedom -0.36 -8.06 2.34 0.037 0.96 0.94 Accepted 

2 Commercialization scientific values -0.16 -3.49 2.37 0.047 0.94 0.92 Accepted 

3 Commercialization  social prestige 0.19 3.74 2.37 0.041 0.93 0.91 Accepted 

4 Commercialization shared university governance 0.40 8.36 2.37 0.033 0.92 0.90 Accepted 

5 Commercialization  liberal education -0.25 -5.36 2.37 0.053 0.94 0.92 Accepted 

6 Commercialization  learning process -0.16 -3.72 2.37 0.043 0.95  Accepted 

Table 4. Correlation matrix 

Commercialization 
Academic
freedom 

Normative 
structure 

Social
prestige 

Managers
orientation 

Curriculum 
Learning
process

Commercialization 1       

Academic freedom  -0.193 1      

Science values -0.140 0.164 1     

Academic prestige 0.162 0.323 0.022 1    

University shared governance 0.175 0.314 0.206 0.675 1   

Liberal education -0.121 0.354 0.278 0.674 0.648 1  

Active teaching-learning  -0.480 0.545 0.288 0.220 0.310 0.574 1 

As it is shown in Table 4, there are relations between 

commercialization and academic freedom (-0.194), 

commercialization and science values (-0.140), com-

mercialization and academic prestige (0.162), com-

mercialization and university shared governance 

(0.175), commercialization and liberal education  

(-.121), commercialization and active teaching-

learning process (-0.480), academic freedom and 

science values (0/164), academic freedom and 

academic prestige (0.323), academic freedom and 

university shared governance (0.314), academic 

freedom and liberal education (0.354), academic 

freedom and active teaching-learning process 

(0.545), science values and academic prestige 

(0.022), science values and university shared gov-

ernance (0.206), science values and liberal educa-

tion (0.278), science values and active teaching-

learning process (0.288), academic prestige and 

shared governance (0.675), academic prestige and 

liberal education (0.674), academic prestige and 

active teaching-learning process (0.220), shared 

governance and liberal education (0.648), shared 

governance and active teaching-learning process 

(0.310), and finally liberal education and active 

teaching-learning process (0.574). 

Coefficients show that in spite of negative correla-

tion between commercialization and 4 components 

(academic freedom, science values, liberal educa-

tion and active teaching-learning process), those 

components together with professors’ academic 

prestige and university share governance have 

positive correlations. Therefore, they should be 

taken into consideration as a whole. 
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The results also showed that as could be expected, 

the most widespread form of commercial activity 

among faculty members is meeting and conferences, 

which is a reflection of the extent to which faculty 

members, are involved in any of these two informal 

commercial activities. Also, about 52 percent of 

faculty members was engaged in contract research 

and consultancy. Establishment of physical facilities 

(starts up and spin off companies) was the least fre-

quent form of commercial activities, and joint re-

search and training were moderately important. 

Among the fields, the majority (85 percent) of fac-

ulty members in humanities, stated that commer-

cialization at university can affect academic values. 

Overall, only 22 percent of faculty members in other 

disciplines (practical fields) indicated that commer-

cial activities can affect academic values. However, 

each academic member from the same scientific 

discipline has a set of common perceptions and prac-

tices that are likely to influence their degree of atti-

tude toward commercialization.

Within each of the five commercial activities, there 

were significant differences in the level of involve-

ment across fields, with humanities faculty members 

showing much lower levels than those other three 

fields. Another prominent finding of this research is 

that among the faculty members, the majority of 

them with junior rank (lecturers and assistant profes-

sors) experience and respond to academic commer-

cialization, differently than senior faculty (full pro-

fessors). The majority (76 percent) of them reported 

that academic commercial activities haven’t any 

negative effects on academic values. Overall, it 

seems that junior faculty members take a less judg-

mental approach to being commercial or market like.  

Discussion and conclusion 

The main purpose of this research is the considera-

tion of commercialization impact on academic val-

ues (science values, academic freedom, liberal edu-

cation, active teaching-learning process, perception 

of academic members toward own academic prestige 

and university shared governance). This article, 

through presenting the critical and vulnerable vari-

ables in universities, which form their academic 

rationality, can be illuminating for higher education 

administration in order to take more informed ac-

tions for modern commercialization approach and 

university valuable products marketing. It also ad-

dresses a number of wise and useful strategies in this 

regard to utilize the commercialization advantage 

and prevent its probable damages. 

Historical trends in management show that when-

ever the institutional management took action to 

compile the related strategies for any issue without 

considering sociological considerations, cultural 

norms of fields, faculty members’ priorities, and 

without awareness about possible destructive dimen-

sions, after confronting some crisis, became uncer-

tain and doubtful whether to continue the action. 

This process has been started in Iranian university 

community by higher education macro-policy mak-

ers in the field of research results. Commercializa-

tion and related policies in research and education 

are relatively novel and do not enjoy the required 

balance in the view of university researchers and 

managers. It has also seen a lot of opposing and 

personal policies so it necessitates more reflection 

and more profound studies about the effects and 

dimensions of commercialization in Iranian universi-

ties in order to find proper strategies to link com-

mercialization to the university to make the former a 

positive contribution rather than a load or damaging 

factor on the system.  

The study of global trends in higher education con-

firms increasing university orientation toward mar-

ket. The result of this tendency is the formation of a 

wisdom based on market and business as is evident 

in the commercial activities of universities. In fact, 

from the functionalistic perspective, university is 

now confronting three new functions: to increase 

the extent of commercialization, to visualize the 

contribution to economic development and to man-

age the relationship between commercialization and 

its core values. Therefore, it tries to conform to 

different market culture. Undoubtedly these new 

functions have a potential for conflict and resis-

tance in this system. In its real sense, university is 

recognized with two functions: knowledge produc-

tion and socialization (i.e., a kind of re-

socialization in which some experts are trained to 

explore the reality with scientific tools and meth-

ods). In such conditions, because of the essential 

critical role of universities in policy-makers’ acts 

and the vital role of values and norms and their 

impacts on these institutions, the analysis of mutual 

action process between university and market 

(commercialization processes) will be important. 

This study has its roots in the issue that to what ex-

tent universities would be able to defend the identity 

and integrity of their own system components and 

values through establishing a cultural shield and 

performing scientific defense, through recognizing 

market and business threatening factors and elimi-

nating them. The results of this investigation show 

that market and university interaction brings 

threats for some university values such as aca-

demic freedom, active teaching-learning proc-

esses, academic prestige of academic members, 

liberal education, basic research studies, scientific 

values and academic share governance.  
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Generally, in spite of market and business with auto-

cratic specification, universities hold a normative entity 

and their nature does not accept employee-employer 

behaviors, so restricting scientific and professional 

conditions for whatever reason other than competence, 

will be regarded as an aggression to knowledge author-

ity. Emotional responses to these threats are completely 

anticipated. From researchers’ viewpoints, this thesis 

and anti-thesis solvency can produce a safe relation in 

increasing interference of some opposing identities of 

market and university culture, so that science will have 

the final word. 

So universities heads should pay attention to the 

following comments: 

1. Turning scientific norms into transparent state-

ments and providing professors and students 

with them so that these norms will become insti-

tutionalized at university. 

2. They should emphasize and legalize academic 

freedom in commercialization of scientific re-

searches so that university priorities will be-

come intrinsic and priorities will not be deter-

mined merely by industry and government. 

Otherwise, university will become a puppet for 

government and industry. 

3. Re-vitalization and empowerment of science 

ethical norms, together with the preservation of 

academic members’ respect. Paying attention to 

this point is so important that in spite of the exis-

tence of various academic disciplines and na-

tional system effects, there are values and beliefs 

that integrate the professors of all fields. Aca-

demic members in spite of variety in higher edu-

cation are committed to several academic beliefs 

that define the meaning and value of academic 

works, for themselves and others. These values 

affect professors, their self-belief and their ex-

pectations of faculty and higher education poli-

cies. So, naturally, the reward giving system and 

validity acquiring in society and university de-

pend on these values. 

4. Establishing balance in scientific community 

ideas toward different research activities and 

scientific courses. Mere admiration of certain 

methods or scientific courses will be threaten-

ing to other scientific investigations and educa-

tional fields as valuable social activities. Ten-

dency toward externally ordered researches 

should not decrease the value of internal origin 

of university researches. 

5. Evaluation and meta-evaluation of market and 

university interactions and re-engineering of in-

stitutional processes are very important, because 

these actions will lead universities toward being 

more powerful and will bring about the institu-

tionalization of its fundamental values. 

6. The necessity of entrepreneurship, creating a 

variety of financial resources and income gener-

ating and cost-benefit considerations in man-

agement should not be interpreted as neglecting 

the main mission of universities as cultural and 

social critics, university enlightenment, and aca-

demic life on campus and academic norms. 
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