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The present study aimed to identify and explain the causes of the failure of the Fifth
Development Plan of the Islamic Republic of Iran from the perspective of public policy
implementation research. The study adopted a qualitative case-study design. Data were
collected through the examination of legal and policy documents related to the Fifth
Development Plan and semi-structured interviews with government managers,
executive policymakers, experts, university faculty members, and economic actors.
Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling, and the
interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, eighteen
individuals participated in the interviews. The interview data were analyzed using
Braun and Clarke’s six-stage thematic analysis method. Following coding, review, and
categorization, forty-nine subsidiary themes were organized into six main themes. The
findings indicated that the failure of the Fifth Development Plan resulted from the
interaction of structural, institutional, economic, temporal, and political factors.
Internal and external contextual conditions, including conflict between the government
and parliament, the multiplicity of decision-making centers, international sanctions,
fluctuations in oil revenues, and economic instability, substantially reduced the
implementation capacity of the Plan. In addition, the inconsistency between the five-
year policy horizon and political cycles, inadequate foresight, weak alignment between
the Plan and annual budgets, the absence of clear financing mechanisms, and the lack
of clearly designated executive authorities weakened accountability and administrative
coordination. The multiplicity and dispersion of objectives, excessive
comprehensiveness, idealistic goal setting, conceptual ambiguity, and the weakness of
measurable indicators further widened the gap between the Plan’s ambitions and the
country’s actual capacities. Institutional disagreements and the absence of shared
ownership also undermined the political will and commitment required for
comprehensive implementation. Accordingly, the failure of the Fifth Development
Plan should be understood not merely as a consequence of poor executive performance,
but as the result of inadequate design for implementation. Reforming development
planning requires limiting the number of objectives, establishing clear priorities,
creating a binding relationship between development plans and annual budgets,
assigning specific executive responsibility, preparing alternative scenarios, and
securing political consensus before the final approval of development plans.
Keywords: Fifth Development Plan, Implementation Research, Public Policy, Policy
Implementation, Development Planning, Thematic Analysis
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Development planning has long constituted one of the principal instruments through which the
Iranian state has attempted to coordinate economic growth, social transformation, administrative reform,
scientific advancement, and distributive justice within a medium-term policy framework. Nevertheless,
the accumulated experience of national development plans reveals a persistent and substantial gap between
formally approved objectives and actual policy outcomes. Iran’s Fifth Development Plan, implemented
during 2011-2015, represents one of the most evident examples of this implementation gap, as a
considerable proportion of its economic, social, institutional, and administrative objectives remained
unrealized or were only partially achieved. The significance of this case lies in the fact that the Plan was
not merely an economic document; rather, it was a comprehensive policy framework intended to guide
the country during the second five-year period of the Twenty-Year Vision. It included ambitious
objectives related to economic growth, employment, inflation control, productivity, science and
technology, social justice, administrative reform, and public-sector effectiveness. However, the existence
of legally approved goals did not guarantee their translation into effective administrative action.
Implementation research challenges the conventional assumption that public policy automatically moves
from legislative approval to practical execution and instead conceptualizes implementation as a complex,
politically contested, institutionally fragmented, and resource-dependent process. Pressman and
Wildavsky demonstrated that policy implementation becomes increasingly vulnerable as the number of
decision points, organizations, approvals, and interdependencies expands (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973).
This perspective is particularly relevant to the Fifth Development Plan because the Plan involved a large
number of objectives, executive agencies, supplementary regulations, financial commitments, and
interorganizational relationships. The central problem addressed in this study is therefore not merely
whether the objectives of the Fifth Development Plan were achieved, but why the Iranian policy system
was unable to convert approved goals and statutory provisions into coordinated, measurable, and
sustainable outcomes. The study argues that the failure of the Plan cannot be attributed to a single variable
such as sanctions, declining oil revenues, managerial weakness, or institutional conflict. Rather, failure
emerged from the interaction of deficiencies in policy design, unrealistic goal setting, weak financial
planning, fragmented responsibility, political disagreement, adverse contextual conditions, and
insufficient long-term commitment.

The theoretical framework of the study is grounded in public policy implementation research and
draws upon both top-down and bottom-up approaches. The top-down perspective emphasizes the clarity
of legal objectives, the consistency of policy instruments, hierarchical control, resource availability, and
the capacity of central authorities to structure the implementation process. Mazmanian and Sabatier argue
that successful implementation depends heavily on the tractability of the policy problem, the ability of the
statute to structure implementation, and sustained support from political and administrative actors
(Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1983). From this perspective, implementation failure frequently originates in the
design of the policy itself. Goals that are ambiguous, excessively broad, contradictory, or disconnected
from available resources create implementation problems before administrative agencies begin their work.
The bottom-up perspective, in contrast, emphasizes the role of implementing organizations, middle
managers, professional actors, and interorganizational bargaining. Barrett and Fudge describe
implementation as a process shaped by negotiation, organizational interests, and interactions among
multiple actors rather than as the mechanical execution of a central command (Barrett & Fudge, 1981). This



approach is useful for understanding why ministries and agencies may interpret national development
obligations differently or selectively implement provisions that are compatible with their existing
priorities and capacities. Sabatier’s effort to synthesize top-down and bottom-up perspectives suggests
that implementation analysis must simultaneously consider legal design, central objectives, administrative
networks, and the behavior of local and organizational actors (Sabatier, 1986). Accordingly, the analytical
framework used in this study is based on several interrelated conditions of successful policy
implementation: objectives must be clear, limited, measurable, and stable; policy priorities must
correspond to national and administrative capacities; financial resources must be realistically estimated
and accessible; the number of implementing actors must remain manageable; executive responsibility
must be clearly assigned; annual budgets must be aligned with medium-term plans; domestic and
international conditions must either be relatively stable or addressed through alternative scenarios; and
political commitment must remain sufficiently continuous throughout the implementation period. Van
Meter and Van Horn similarly emphasize the importance of policy standards, resources,
interorganizational communication, organizational characteristics, social and economic conditions, and
the disposition of implementers (Van Meter & Van Horn, 1975). These variables provided the conceptual
basis for identifying and interpreting the main causes of failure in the Fifth Development Plan.

The study employed a qualitative, applied, and case-oriented research design. The Fifth
Development Plan was selected as the principal case because it offered a clear opportunity to investigate
the gap between legally approved development objectives and actual administrative outcomes. Data were
collected from two complementary sources: documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews.
Documentary analysis included the text of the Fifth Development Plan, policy documents, studies of Iran’s
development planning system, implementation literature, and available reports concerning the Plan’s
structure and performance. This stage focused on the clarity of objectives, the existence of quantitative
indicators, the allocation of executive responsibility, the relationship between statutory obligations and
financial resources, and the extent to which implementation depended on subsequent regulations or
administrative decisions. The documentary evidence indicated that many provisions required the
preparation of additional bylaws, executive directives, strategic documents, and organizational
arrangements. From an implementation perspective, every additional approval and supplementary
document creates a new decision point and therefore increases the possibility of delay or
nonimplementation (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1983). The interview participants were selected through
purposive and snowball sampling and included senior and middle-level government managers, executive
policymakers, academic experts, senior specialists, and economic actors with direct or specialized
knowledge of development planning. Eighteen participants were interviewed, and the interviews
continued until theoretical and thematic saturation was reached. Interview durations ranged from
approximately thirty-five to one hundred and twenty minutes. The interview questions addressed the
general performance of the Plan, weaknesses in design, government—parliament relations, funding
arrangements, administrative coordination, the impact of sanctions and oil-market instability, executive
responsibility, monitoring mechanisms, and political commitment. The interviews were transcribed and
analyzed through the six-stage thematic analysis procedure proposed by Braun and Clarke, including
familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining
and naming themes, and producing the final report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis generated forty-
nine subsidiary themes, which were ultimately organized into six main themes. To enhance credibility,



the study used repeated review of the transcripts, comparison between interview evidence and official
documents, independent coding of selected materials, and revision of thematic categories. Independent
coding was particularly useful in reducing excessive dependence on the researcher’s subjective
interpretation and strengthening analytical consistency (Abedi Jafari et al., 2011).

The findings identified six major and interconnected causes of failure. The first was the set of
internal and external contextual conditions. Internally, the simultaneous intervention of multiple state
institutions, the multiplicity of decision-making centers, and persistent conflict between the executive and
legislative branches increased the complexity of implementation. Extensive parliamentary modification
of the government’s original bill altered the scope, content, and financial obligations of the Plan, thereby
widening the distance between the program the executive branch intended to implement and the law that
was ultimately approved. Such divergence weakened governmental ownership and generated obligations
that were not always supported by adequate financial or administrative resources. This finding is
consistent with implementation research emphasizing that the attitudes and commitment of implementers
are strongly affected by their degree of agreement with policy goals and instruments (Van Meter & Van
Horn, 1975). Externally, intensified international sanctions, restrictions on oil exports, banking limitations,
exchange-rate instability, reduced foreign investment, and declining government revenues severely
constrained implementation capacity. Yet the findings also showed that sanctions alone cannot fully
explain failure. The deeper problem was the absence of contingency planning. The Plan was based on
relatively optimistic assumptions regarding revenue, investment, economic stability, and access to
international resources, but it did not contain sufficiently developed alternative scenarios for deteriorating
conditions. Pllzl and Treib stress that implementation is embedded in political and institutional contexts
and must be interpreted in relation to its environment (Pilzl & Treib, 2007). The Fifth Development Plan
lacked adequate adaptability when its contextual assumptions changed. The second major theme was time
and the policy horizon. The Plan was medium-term, but the Iranian political system operated through
electoral cycles and institutional arrangements that did not fully correspond to the five-year
implementation period. A plan could be drafted by one government, substantially changed by parliament,
and implemented by another administration. This temporal fragmentation reduced continuity, encouraged
short-term policy calculations, and weakened responsibility for long-term results. The absence of foresight
also meant that major risks were insufficiently incorporated into the original policy design.

The third theme concerned economic and budgetary inconsistency. The Plan established extensive
obligations, but the connection between its objectives and annual budgets remained weak. Annual budget
laws could limit, postpone, or effectively suspend provisions that were formally binding under the five-
year plan. Jahangard and Varmaziar have identified the weak institutional relationship between
development planning, budgeting, and implementation as a recurring problem in Iran’s planning system
(Jahangard & Varmaziar, 2012). The findings showed that many objectives, including high economic
growth, improved productivity, infrastructure development, and reform of social and retirement systems,
required substantial and sustained financing, yet the mechanisms through which such resources would be
mobilized were often unclear. Brynard emphasizes that implementation requires a realistic
correspondence between goals, resources, institutions, and implementation capacity (Brynard, 2005). In the
Fifth Development Plan, the gap between policy ambitions and financial realities was not adequately
resolved. The fourth theme was the crisis of policy ownership and executive responsibility. A significant
number of provisions either lacked a clearly designated lead agency or required cooperation among several



organizations without defining authority, accountability, and conflict-resolution procedures. This
fragmentation delayed the preparation of executive regulations, complicated monitoring, and allowed
agencies to shift responsibility for underperformance. The fifth theme concerned the structure of policy
objectives. The Plan suffered from excessive comprehensiveness, idealism, multiplicity, vagueness, and
insufficient prioritization. Instead of concentrating on a limited number of critical national problems, it
attempted to address a wide range of economic, social, cultural, technological, and administrative issues
simultaneously. Eshterian and colleagues have emphasized that one of the central challenges of policy
implementation in Iran is the mismatch between broad policy intentions and limited implementation
capacity (Eshterian et al., 2017). The multiplication of objectives dispersed financial and managerial
attention, increased the number of implementing actors, and required numerous supplementary
documents. Moreover, insufficient quantitative indicators and unclear baselines reduced the ability of
monitoring bodies to determine whether real progress had occurred. The sixth theme was the absence of
sustained political will and commitment. Political will was weakened by institutional disagreement,
changes to the original policy design, fragmented accountability, and annual budgetary discretion. As a
result, some provisions were selectively implemented, others were delayed, and some remained primarily
symbolic.

The study concludes that the Fifth Development Plan failed because the fundamental requirements
of implementable public policy were not incorporated consistently into its design, approval, financing,
organizational structure, and monitoring arrangements. The Plan’s failure was therefore not merely a
problem of administrative performance after enactment; it was also a failure to design for implementation.
Broad and idealized objectives generated extensive financial and organizational demands, while
inadequate prioritization dispersed resources across too many policy fields. Institutional conflict reduced
political ownership, unclear responsibility weakened accountability, and the weak connection between the
Plan and annual budgets allowed short-term fiscal decisions to override medium-term commitments.
Adverse international and economic conditions intensified these weaknesses, but their effects were
magnified by the absence of alternative scenarios and formal mechanisms for midterm adjustment. Future
development planning should move away from comprehensive and highly aspirational planning toward a
problem-centered or core-priority model that selects a limited number of urgent national challenges. Every
objective should be linked to a measurable indicator, a baseline, a timetable, a clearly designated lead
organization, identified cooperating agencies, and a realistic source of finance. Annual budgets should be
legally and institutionally aligned with development priorities, and any new obligation added during
legislative review should be accompanied by an explicit financial assessment. Programs should include
alternative scenarios for sanctions, oil-price fluctuations, exchange-rate shocks, and declining revenues.
A formal midterm review mechanism should allow objectives and instruments to be adjusted transparently
when underlying assumptions change. Finally, development plans require prior political agreement among
the executive, legislature, and major governing institutions so that the approved document becomes a
shared commitment rather than a contested legal instrument. Without simultaneous reform in policy
design, budgeting, institutional coordination, accountability, and political commitment, subsequent
development plans are likely to reproduce the same implementation failures.
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