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Abstract

This study analyzes the structural failures of urban governance policy-
making in the Islamic Republic of Iran with a focus on official upper-
level policy documents. The main research question examines what the
key weaknesses of urban policy-making in Iran are and how they can be
identified through document-based analysis. The study hypothesizes that
excessive centralization, institutional fragmentation, dominance of
physical-oriented development discourse, lack of evaluation mechanisms,
limited definition of urban functions, and internal policy contradictions
have produced persistent policy failures. The research employs a directed
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qualitative content analysis method grounded in complexity systems
theory and document-based policy analysis. Ten major national policy
documents related to urban management were selected through purposive
sampling. The findings reveal that Iran’s urban policy framework lacks
institutional coherence, conceptual clarity, and adaptive capacity,
indicating the need for fundamental restructuring at conceptual,
institutional, and operational levels.

Keywords : Urban policy-making; Urban governance; Upper-level
policy documents; Institutional failure; Centralization; Complexity
systems; Qualitative content analysis

Introduction

Urban areas represent the most complex form of human settlement,
functioning not only as physical spaces but also as arenas of political
decision-making, social interaction, and economic production. In
contemporary governance debates, urban management is no longer
perceived merely as a technical or service-oriented activity, but rather as
a core component of national governance systems. Effective urban
policy-making requires multi-level coordination, institutional flexibility,
and adaptive mechanisms capable of responding to social, environmental,
and economic complexity. In Iran, despite the existence of numerous
upper-level policy documents governing wurban affairs, urban
management continues to suffer from fragmentation, inefficiency, and
limited responsiveness. This study seeks to identify and analyze the
structural policy failures embedded within these documents.

Materials and Methods

The research adopts a qualitative, applied, and analytical design. The
primary methodological approach is directed qualitative content analysis,
as developed by Hsieh and Shannon, which allows theoretical concepts to
guide the coding process while remaining open to emergent themes from
the data. The theoretical framework integrates complexity systems theory
and structural functionalism in policy analysis. Complexity theory
conceptualizes cities as dynamic, non-linear systems characterized by
interdependence, feedback loops, and emergent outcomes, while
structural functionalism highlights the roles and functions of institutions
within governance systems. The empirical material consists of ten major
upper-level policy documents related to urban management in Iran,
including national development plans, urban policy guidelines, spatial
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planning documents, and key legal frameworks governing municipalities
and city councils. These documents were selected through purposive
sampling based on their legal authority, policy relevance, and scope of
influence. Units of analysis included policy objectives, institutional roles,
coordination mechanisms, evaluation provisions, and governance
discourse. Coding was conducted through a combination of pre-defined
theoretical categories and inductively derived sub-themes, followed by
thematic aggregation.

Discussion

The analysis reveals multiple layers of policy failure within Iran’s urban
governance framework. First, excessive centralization of authority limits
the strategic autonomy of municipalities and city councils, reducing their
capacity to respond to local needs. Despite rhetorical support for
decentralization, upper-level documents fail to specify enforceable
mechanisms for power delegation. Second, institutional coordination
remains weak, as policy documents lack clear frameworks for horizontal
and vertical collaboration among governmental bodies, resulting in
overlapping responsibilities and administrative inefficiency.

Third, the dominant discourse of urban development remains largely
physical and infrastructure-oriented, marginalizing social, cultural,
environmental, and participatory dimensions of urban life. Concepts such
as social justice, urban resilience, and citizen participation appear
inconsistently and without operational clarity. Fourth, the absence of
systematic policy evaluation and feedback mechanisms prevents
institutional learning. Most documents articulate long-term objectives
without defining measurable indicators, monitoring bodies, or revision
cycles.

Fifth, urban functions are narrowly defined, reducing municipalities
to service providers rather than comprehensive governance institutions
responsible for social welfare, cultural development, and economic
innovation. Finally, internal contradictions among policy documents
undermine strategic coherence, as competing mandates regarding
decentralization, financial autonomy, and administrative control coexist
without reconciliation. From a complexity perspective, these failures
reflect a governance system unable to manage interdependencies, adapt
to environmental feedback, or support self-organization at the local level.

Conclusion
The study concludes that urban policy-making in Iran suffers from deep
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structural and conceptual deficiencies rooted in centralized governance,
fragmented institutional design, and outdated development paradigms.
Upper-level policy documents, rather than enabling adaptive urban
governance, reproduce rigidity and policy incoherence. Addressing these
failures requires a fundamental shift toward a national urban strategy
grounded in multi-level governance, institutional coordination,
participatory policy design, and continuous evaluation. Without such
transformation, urban governance in Iran will remain ill-equipped to
address the complex challenges of contemporary urbanization.
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