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Abstract
The present study seeks to analyze the challenges associated with the

implementation of administrative reform programs. To accomplish
this objective, the research was conducted using a qualitative approach
grounded in grounded theory methodology. Data were gathered
through interviews with key actors in the field of administrative
reform, employing purposive sampling. The data collection process
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. After transcription,
the interviews were analyzed using systematic coding procedures.
Based on the Strauss and Corbin systematic approach, the findings

identified the “inactive role of the political sphere” as the core
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phenomenon. The causal conditions include ambiguity in the national
governance system and ambiguity in the dual relationship between
politics and administration. The contextual conditions encompass
macro-environmental influences and a culture characterized by weak
commitment to programmatic planning. The intervening conditions
consist of deficiencies in the planning system and weaknesses within
the institutional body responsible for administrative reform planning.
In response to these conditions, strategies such as formulating plans
merely for symbolic compliance and imitating foreign models are
adopted. Ultimately, limited implementation capacity and weaknesses
in the evaluation system were identified as the primary consequences
of this process. These findings provide a systematic explanation of the
barriers to administrative reform and underscore the necessity of
strengthening planning institutions and establishing sustainable
mechanisms to enhance policy efficiency and effectiveness within the

administrative system.

Keywords: Iran's administrative reforms, Implementation challenges,

Developing countries, Grounded theory.

Introduction

One of the fundamental principles of democratic governance is
continuous accountability to the needs and demands of citizens.
However, with increasing public expectations for better and higher-
quality services, alongside the financial and operational constraints
faced by governments, this principle faces significant challenges.
Citizens expect public services not only to be efficient and cost-
effective but also responsive to their needs, transparent, and equitable.
At the same time, they increasingly demand active participation in
decision-making processes, including the design, implementation, and

evaluation of public services.
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Governments typically respond to these pressures through
administrative reforms aimed at improving efficiency, effectiveness,
and responsiveness. In Iran, influenced by the global wave of
administrative reforms since the late twentieth century, numerous
programs have been designed and implemented to reform the
administrative system, enhance citizen satisfaction, and strengthen
public trust. However, experience shows that many of the overarching
objectives of these programs have not been achieved in practice. These
challenges underscore the necessity of understanding not only which
reforms have been undertaken but also why their outcomes have been
limited. By analyzing the causal relationships among governance
structures, organizational culture, planning institutions, and policy
dynamics, this study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the
factors influencing the success or failure of administrative reforms in
Iran and to draw lessons for designing effective and context-sensitive

interventions.

Method

This study employed a qualitative, interpretive-constructivist
approach to analyze the challenges of implementing administrative
reform programs from a holistic perspective. This approach allows for
the examination of complex and context-dependent interactions
among institutional, cultural, and political factors that shape reform
outcomes.

Data were collected through fifteen semi-structured interviews with
experts and key stakeholders in Iran’s administrative system,
including policymakers, mid-level managers, and senior officials with
direct experience in reform programs. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling based on criteria such as a minimum of five years

of professional experience and direct involvement in administrative
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reform initiatives. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved, ensuring that no new concepts emerged from the data.
Each interview was transcribed verbatim and systematically coded
using the grounded theory approach proposed by Corbin and Strauss,
which involves three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. During open coding, initial concepts were extracted from
semantic units. In axial coding, relationships among codes were
examined to identify subcategories and main categories. Finally, in
selective coding, the central phenomenon and the causal model were
identified. This systematic process enabled the development of a
theoretical framework linking contextual, causal, and intervening
conditions to the strategies adopted and the outcomes observed in

administrative reform.

Results

The analysis revealed that the implementation of administrative
reform programs in Iran is influenced by a set of interconnected
factors, with the central phenomenon identified as the “inactive policy
arena.” Causal conditions contributing to this phenomenon include
“ambiguity in the country’s governance system’ and “ambiguity in the
policy—administration duality,” both of which reduce clarity regarding
objectives, responsibilities, and stakeholder roles.

Contextual conditions such as “macro-environmental pressures” and
a “non-planning culture” reinforce organizational and societal
resistance, making reforms difficult to sustain. Intervening conditions,
including “weak planning systems” and ‘“underdeveloped
administrative  reform  institutions,” further = diminish the

organizational capacity to design and implement effective programs.
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Observed strategies—such as developing programs merely to satisfy
formal requirements and imitating foreign models without appropriate
adaptation—were largely misaligned with local conditions. As a
result, these strategies produced limited outcomes, inefficiencies, and
occasional resistance from front-line managers.

These processes ultimately led to key consequences, including low
implementation capacity and weak evaluation mechanisms,
highlighting a persistent gap between the stated objectives of reforms
and their actual outcomes. Furthermore, the study demonstrates how
the interaction of cultural, structural, and political factors amplifies
the complexity of implementation, creating feedback loops that

perpetuate inefficiency and erode public confidence.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the success of administrative reform
programs in Iran increases when reform initiatives are aligned with
the country’s cultural, institutional, and managerial realities.
Managerial stability, reduced political conflicts, clear definitions of
roles and responsibilities, and active engagement of citizens and
implementers create a favorable environment for higher
implementation capacity and improved outcomes.

International experience also suggests that gradual and adaptive
reforms that are sensitive to local conditions are more effective than
the uncritical imitation of foreign models, which often increases
complexity and leads to inefficient use of resources. A problem-
oriented and iterative approach enables policymakers to monitor
results, adjust strategies in real time, and ensure that programs respond

to actual societal needs.
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Prioritizing citizen demands, focusing on capacity building for
implementers, and maintaining coordination across institutions and
agencies can significantly improve both the feasibility and
sustainability of reforms. Ultimately, such an approach enhances the
quality of public services, strengthens trust between citizens and the
government, and improves overall governmental performance,
providing a pathway for effective and context-sensitive administrative

reform in Iran.
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