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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to identify and conceptualize the barriers hindering the
development of a policy advisory system within Iran’s policy ecosystem. To achieve this
objective, research data were collected through documentary analysis and a review of the
scientific discourse related to policy advisory systems in policy ecosystems. The data were
analyzed using thematic analysis through two stages: open coding (extracting statements,
verbal evidence, and initial concepts) and axial coding (integrating concepts and forming
components and overarching categories). The findings reveal nine key components
(fundamental themes) that serve as major barriers to the development of Iran’s policy
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advisory system: “inefficient governance frameworks and structures,” “ineffectiveness and
ambiguity in the policymaking system,” “inefficient bureaucracy and limited problem-
solving capacity within the current administrative system,” “lack of institutionalization and
continuity, and identity crisis among advisory units,” “absence of transparency and
prevalence of unprofessional politicization within advisory institutions,” “dysfunctions and
lack of effectiveness among advisory organizations,” “weak communication, capacity-
building, and representational capability within the advisory system,” “human resource
challenges related to policy advisory functions,” and “insufficient financial resources and
limited independence of advisory units.” The results suggest that identifying these primary
and secondary themes clarifies the barriers and vulnerabilities affecting the development
and effectiveness of the policy advisory system. This, in turn, provides a foundation for
redesigning the advisory system and reshaping policymakers’ mindsets and attitudes toward
policy advisory functions within Iran’s policy ecosystem.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

For various reasons, policy advisory organizations in Iran lack an effective, coherent, and
comprehensive structure and process within the national policy-making ecosystem.
Accordingly, understanding the causes and barriers that have limited the effectiveness of
these organizations—despite more than seven decades of development planning and
policy-making experience in the country—is a necessary condition for strengthening and
upgrading Iran’s policy advisory ecosystem. Such understanding is essential to enhance
the implementability of policy recommendations and ensure alignment between advisory
outputs and the expected functions of the national policy advisory system. Given this
context, the present study seeks to deepen understanding of the underlying conditions and
obstacles that shape the emergence and development of Iran’s policy advisory ecosystem.
In light of the substantial gap in empirical studies and available data in this field, the
research examines the prevailing discourse on the requirements and barriers to developing
a policy advisory system from the perspectives of scholars, researchers, experts, and
practitioners. The study employs thematic analysis. Its central research questions are:

1. What basic and secondary themes relate to the barriers hindering the development
of a policy advisory system in Iran’s policy ecosystem, and how are these themes
reflected in the discourse and experiences of policy actors?

2. According to stakeholders and actors in governance and public policy in Iran, what
barriers impede the development of an effective policy advisory system, and how
are these barriers conceptualized and explained through thematic analysis of the
collected data?

Method

This study adopts a qualitative research design. Initially, the relevant discourse space—
used as the primary data source—was examined. The discourse space refers to the
collection of diverse materials related to the research topic that are produced and
circulated among discourse participants whose perspectives the study seeks to identify
(Khoshkouyan Fard, 2007, p. 25). In this study, the discourse space includes policy
reports and briefs, academic articles, expert panels and meetings, and interviews with
university professors, policy researchers, and governance specialists published on
reputable platforms. This corpus served as the main source of qualitative data. Thematic
analysis was conducted through several stages: extraction of initial codes (open coding),
axial coding (grouping and clustering of initial concepts), aggregation of initial codes into
secondary themes, categorization of secondary themes into nine core components (major
themes), and, finally, review, naming, and integration of these components into an
overarching global theme.

Discussion and Results

The analysis indicates that the open-coding stage generated a set of initial concepts related
to the barriers hindering the development and enhancement of the policy advisory system.
These concepts were refined through axial coding and aligned with the conceptual and
theoretical framework of challenges affecting advisory system effectiveness. The final
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output identified nine core components (basic themes), each comprising multiple sub-
barriers:

Inefficient governance structures and frameworks (15 sub-barriers)

Ineffectiveness and ambiguity of the policy-making system (10 sub-barriers)
Bureaucratic inefficiency and weak problem-solving capacity in the current
administrative system (24 sub-barriers)

Lack of institutionalization, institutional continuity, and identity formation within the
policy system (11 sub-barriers)

Dysfunctions within the advisory system (in tools, outputs, and content quality) (28 sub-
barriers)

Lack of transparency and non-professional political interference in advisory institutions
(19 sub-barriers)

Weak communication, capacity building, and representational capability among advisory
units and networks (26 sub-barriers)

Human resource challenges associated with policy advisory activities (13 sub-barriers)
Weaknesses in financing and lack of independence of policy advisory units (14 sub-
barriers)

The thematic analysis suggests that the formation, evolution, and effectiveness of the
policy advisory system are profoundly shaped by the complex interactions between Iran’s
governance structures and its broader policy ecosystem. The advisory subsystem derives
its functional identity and effectiveness through its engagement with other actors in the
policy-making arena. Consequently, improving the performance of advisory units (as a
necessary condition) and enhancing the overall advisory system (as a sufficient condition)
cannot be achieved without addressing the nine foundational barriers identified within the
dominant discourse on Iran’s policy ecosystem.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the development of a robust policy advisory system in Iran
faces a wide range of barriers across institutional, structural, organizational, capacity-
related (technical and human), and environmental (policy ecosystem) levels. These
obstacles collectively diminish the efficiency of the policy-making cycle and undermine
the quality of public decision-making. Although the number of advisory bodies in public
institutions has increased in recent years, their effectiveness remains limited, and their
outputs exert minimal influence on policymakers’ decisions. The persistence of this
situation leads to short-term, non-evidence-based decision-making, resource
inefficiencies, duplication of efforts, a widening gap between experts and policymakers,
and unstable policies. To overcome these challenges and transition toward an effective
policy advisory system, the study proposes three strategic priorities along with policy
recommendations to address the identified barriers, presented in a policy action table.
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