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Abstract

Science and technology diplomacy has emerged as a critical tool for advancing both
scientific and political objectives in the twenty-first century. International student
recruitment, as a core component of this strategy, has been emphasized in Iran's
Seventh Development Plan, which aims to increase the number of foreign students
to 320,000. This study investigates the challenges impeding this target and proposes
strategic pathways to enhance Iran's international student recruitment. Using a
mixed-methods approach, the research combined a documentary analysis of national
development plans, relevant legislation, and academic sources with insights from an
expert panel of 15 specialists, including university international affairs directors,
faculty members, and Ministry of Science experts. The study is grounded in the
theoretical frameworks of higher education internationalization and science and
technology diplomacy. Findings reveal that the current enrollment of 47,400
international students reflects a substantial gap from the set target. Key challenges
operate at three levels: international factors, including sanctions, financial and
banking restrictions, and diplomatic constraints; national factors, such as insufficient
institutional coordination, limited financial resources, and infrastructure weaknesses;
and sub-national factors, including university-specific limitations and educational
and cultural barriers. The geographical distribution of students is heavily skewed
toward neighboring countries, with 63.8% originating from Irag. The study
concludes that achieving the target requires a comprehensive, multi-level strategy
incorporating legal reforms, infrastructure development, enhanced student services,
strengthened international marketing, and inter-institutional coordination. A phased
approach is recommended, addressing immediate barriers in the short term,
developing institutional capacity in the medium term, and consolidating national
branding in the long term.

Keywords: Science and Technology Diplomacy, Internationalization of Higher
Education, International Student Recruitment, Seventh Development Plan,
Development Strategies
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

In the contemporary era, the advancement of science and technology is widely
recognized as a key indicator of national development, with science diplomacy
serving as a strategic tool to facilitate and accelerate this progress. Given the
interconnected nature of today's world, no single country can advance knowledge
and technological frontiers in isolation, making international collaboration essential.
This study aims to examine the role of science and technology diplomacy in Iran,
focusing on the policymakers' perspective within the context of the Seventh Five-
Year Development Plan. Specifically, the research investigates the challenges
associated with achieving the Plan's target for attracting international students, a
central component of higher education internationalization, and assesses how this
process contributes to the country's broader science diplomacy objectives.

Design/methodology/approach

The study adopts a qualitative methodology, combining documentary analysis and
expert panel discussions. Key policy documents, including the Seventh Development
Plan Law, were systematically reviewed alongside relevant academic and policy
literature. The theoretical framework integrates two perspectives: science and
technology diplomacy, and the theories of higher education internationalization,
encompassing both “Internationalization at Home” and “Internationalization
Abroad.” The analysis focuses on the sub-national level, treating the higher
education sector as a critical domain for implementing science diplomacy strategies.
Data from expert panels and document analysis were synthesized to identify
structural, institutional, and policy-related factors influencing international student
recruitment in Iran.

Findings

The analysis indicates that successful internationalization of higher education in Iran
requires coordinated action across three interdependent pillars: government,
universities, and the private sector. The government must provide strategic
leadership through macro-policy formulation, legal and regulatory frameworks,
infrastructure provision, and dedicated management mechanisms for international
student affairs. Universities play a central role as implementers, requiring
strengthened internal capacities, high-quality curricula, robust educational and
research systems, and tailored services to attract and retain international students.
The private sector can support the process through investment in infrastructure,
specialized services, and bridging academia-labor market linkages, a largely
untapped resource in Iran. Achieving the target of 350,000 international students
necessitates a phased approach: addressing administrative and operational barriers in
the short term, improving infrastructure and quality in the medium term, and building
a credible international brand and centers of excellence in the long term.
Comparative advantages such as low education costs, cultural richness, and
geographical positioning provide opportunities to advance these goals.
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Research limitations/implications

The study is limited by its qualitative approach and reliance on document analysis
and expert opinion, which may not capture the full spectrum of operational
challenges across universities. Future research could employ quantitative methods,
such as surveys of international students and institutions, or structural equation
modeling, to validate the framework and assess the impact of policy interventions.
Comparative studies with countries that have successfully internationalized higher
education could provide further insights for policy adaptation.

Practical implications

The findings offer actionable guidance for policymakers and higher education
administrators. Implementing streamlined visa and administrative procedures,
investing in human resources and infrastructure, enhancing educational quality,
expanding international collaborations, and establishing dedicated management
bodies are critical steps to achieve strategic student recruitment targets. Additionally,
fostering private sector engagement can enhance program sustainability and
operational efficiency.

Social Implications

Strengthened internationalization contributes to societal and cultural benefits,
including enhanced intercultural exchange, development of a globally aware student
population, and the promotion of Iran as a regional educational hub. Expanding
access to high-quality education for international students can improve cultural
diplomacy, foster regional cooperation, and elevate the country's scientific and
technological profile on the global stage.

Originality/value

This study provides a novel, integrated framework linking science and technology
diplomacy with higher education internationalization in the Iranian context. By
focusing on international student recruitment as a policy instrument, it highlights
practical and strategic pathways for advancing national development goals. The
research contributes both theoretical insights and actionable recommendations for
policymakers, higher education institutions, and internationalization practitioners
seeking to enhance Iran's scientific, cultural, and educational influence globally.
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