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Introduction: Culture, with its extensive components and profound capacity for
stability and transformation, has emerged as a pivotal concept in public policy,
particularly evident in the "cultural turn" that underscores its influence across so-
cial, economic, and political domains. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, cultural
research units-including institutes, think tanks, and research centers-play a critical
role in generating cultural knowledge and shaping policy-making processes. Over
60 such units operate in specialized cultural domains, yet the absence of a stand-
ardized and comprehensive framework for evaluating their performance has led to
challenges such as fragmented activities, parallel efforts, inefficient resource allo-
cation, and failure to fully realize their potential in addressing the needs of cultural
governance. This study aims to address this gap by proposing a novel evaluation
framework for cultural research units, focusing on their performance and con-
tribution to cultural policy-making. The research question guiding this study is:
What is the comprehensive framework for evaluating cultural research units? By
integrating theoretical insights from social sciences and cultural studies, this study
seeks to provide a systematic approach to assess these units, ensuring alignment
with Islamic-Iranian principles and enhancing their role in cultural governance.
Method: This study employs a qualitative methodology, conducting semi-struc-
tured interviews with 11 Iranian elites and research managers, including former
deputy ministers, research institute presidents, and university administrators, un-
til theoretical saturation was achieved. The data were analyzed through thematic
analysis, adhering to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: familiar-
ization with the data, generating initial codes, identifying potential themes, re-
viewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final
report. The coding process encompassed open, interpretive, and selective stages,
culminating in the identification of 66 basic themes, 9 organizing themes, and 2
overarching themes. This analytical approach facilitated the recognition of key
patterns and the extraction of central concepts from the qualitative data, thereby
establishing a solid basis for the development of the evaluation framework.
Results: The thematic analysis revealed two overarching themes: the framework
for evaluating cultural research units and strategies for their enhancement. The
evaluation framework is structured around four main categories of indicators. The
first, individual-centric indicators, focus on the competencies and commitment of
researchers, including expertise, educational qualifications, work ethic, adherence
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to the political system, and alignment with cultural values. The second, quantita-
tive indicators, encompass measurable outputs such as the number of published
books, policy reports, organized seminars, available budget, physical infrastruc-
ture, and human resources. The third, cultural indicators, emphasize alignment
with Islamic-Iranian principles, the development of indigenous cultural theories,
responsiveness to societal needs, promotion of social cohesion, and production of
reference books in cultural domains. The fourth, general indicators, include mana-
gerial efficiency, financial transparency, alignment with organizational objectives,
and the adoption of research technologies.

Additionally, the framework underscores the necessity of designing indicators
based on the unit’s charter, establishment context, and a balanced integration of
qualitative and quantitative measures, while avoiding overly generalized met-
rics. The second overarching theme, strategies for enhancement, proposes sev-
eral recommendations, such as strengthening collaborations with policy-making
and implementing institutions, establishing a central coordinating body to min-
imize redundancies, forming research secretariats within cultural organizations,
and fostering systematic partnerships with universities. Key challenges identified
include structural fragmentation, insufficient issue identification, and detachment
from decision-making bodies, all of which impede the units’ effectiveness in cul-
tural governance.

Discussion: The proposed framework transcends traditional methodological dichot-
omies-individual versus society, structure versus agency, and quantitative versus
qualitative methodologies-by adopting a systemic and multi-level approach in-
formed by Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory and post-structuralist cultural stud-
ies. At the systemic level, the framework incorporates universal indicators applica-
ble to all research units, ensuring adherence to managerial and ethical standards. At
the cultural level, it emphasizes context-specific indicators that align with Islam-
ic-Iranian values and prioritize strategic cultural outcomes. Quantitative indicators
enhance objectivity, mitigating the subjectivity inherent in cultural research, while
individual-level indicators recognize researchers as active agents in shaping cultural
discourse. The framework’s strength lies in its integration of micro and macro per-
spectives through a network-based approach and its emphasis on context-specific-
ity. To enhance the performance of cultural research units, the study recommends
fostering closer collaboration with policy-making bodies, establishing a regulatory
organization to streamline efforts, and redefining the role of universities in cultural
research. These measures aim to address identified challenges, such as excessive
fragmentation, lack of market demand for research, and weak issue identification,
ultimately optimizing the contribution of cultural research units to Iran’s cultural
governance system. This framework can serve as a foundation for evidence-based
policy-making in institutions such as the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance
and the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution.
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