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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Chronic unsustainability has long impeded progress and development
in Iran. Progress and development in Iran have often been framed
within discourses of underdevelopment and backwardness. In this
regard, studies on instability have highlighted several key aspects,
including divergent views on sustainable development and the
persistence of instability even within industrialized countries; the
instrumental use of development discourse to mask social, class, and
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political inequalities within industrialized countries, as well as their
exploitative relations with less industrialized nations; and Iran’s
adoption of global development models—particularly those promoted
by institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF—which tend to
prioritize economic growth over social dimensions. A major
shortcoming of such studies lies in their single-factor approach, which
neglects the systemic requirements for stabilizing development
processes, ensuring the implementation of programs, and
safeguarding long-term achievements. Relying on a historical—
theoretical approach, the current study aimed to examine the nature
and causes of unsustainability in Iran. The central research question
is: Despite decades of efforts, initiatives, and programs, why has
Iran’s progress and development failed to achieve desirable
outcomes? The study is based on the hypothesis that the failure of
development efforts in Iran results from a complex interplay of long-
term synchronous and asynchronous factors, creating persistent
unsustainable conditions within both domestic and international
environments.

Materials and Methods

The current study employed phrontic planning research, a
methodology that integrates theoretical constructs with empirical
realities. Concerning the theoretical framework, the study
conceptualized unsustainability in progress and development across
three dimensions: process unsustainability, which affects the stages of
development; outcome unsustainability, which undermines achieved
results; and situation unsustainability, which influences the overall
developmental state. These forms of unsustainability may manifest
over short-, medium-, or long-term periods and may appear as semi-
stable, fully unsustainable, or fluctuating conditions. Initially,
unsustainability primarily concerns the development process. As
tangible outcomes emerge, the challenge shifts to preserving
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achievements, and over time, as the broader environment evolves,
situation unsustainability becomes increasingly significant. Moreover,
unsustainability operates simultaneously within domestic and
international environments. While its underlying causes may differ,
its domains remain consistent: resources (knowledge, capital, goods,
and services), research and development (innovation and technology
application), and leadership and management (strategic guidance from
conception to sustainable development). The critical challenge lies in
the concurrent manifestation of unsustainability across all three
dimensions—process, outcome, and situation—within both domestic
and international contexts. This convergence creates a compounded
and highly complex form of unsustainability with diverse
manifestations, each requiring carefully tailored strategies for
effective mitigation.

Results and Discussion

The findings revealed that, due to the interaction of internal and
external factors that generate unsustainability, Iran’s development and
progress experience chronic, cyclical unsustainability across all three
dimensions of process, outcome, and situation. In the current
globalized context, addressing this crisis necessitates the
establishment of a sustainable consensus among strategic elites on
core national values and macro-strategic priorities—to be maintained
for at least three decades. It also requires coordinated, long-term
efforts to define and realize a vision of an advanced society that aligns
with Iran’s position in the global system. In the current era of
globalization, sustainability of progress and development is shaped by
a complex interplay between domestic and international factors. For
Iran, critical domestic determinants include the structure of
policymaking and administration, the effectiveness of participatory
mechanisms, and the dynamics among strategic elites. Externally,
Iran’s regional and international standing, along with its degree of
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alignment with global development discourses and paradigms, plays a
decisive role. Each of these factors exerts distinct pressures, and their
combined interaction produces a kind of sustainability observed in
Iran’s developmental trajectory.

Conclusion

Ensuring sustained progress and safeguarding developmental
achievements amid growing domestic and international complexities
remains Iran’s fundamental challenge. Addressing this challenge
requires the institutionalization of elite consensus around long-term
strategic visions, coupled with adaptive engagement with global
systems while preserving developmental sovereignty. Overcoming
Iran’s chronic development unsustainability necessitates a dual
approach: domestic governance reforms and strategic positioning
within the international arena.

Keywords: Development unsustainability, Elite consensus, Policy
implementation, Global development Discourses, Iran’s geopolitical

positioning.
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