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Accepted: his study aims to develop a native paradigmatic model to systematically explain the
March 31, 2026 underlying processes that create a structural gap between written policies and the
actual implementation of laws. The research was conducted using a qualitative
approach and grounded theory with an emergent strategy to formulate a native
theory, independent of theoretical assumptions and derived from experts'
experiences. Data were collected through 15 in-depth semi-structured interviews
with key experts and policymakers in the field of the Clean Air Law. The analysis
was performed using three-stage coding (open, axial, and selective) in MAXQDA
software.
Findings identified the core phenomenon as the "structural and chronic gap between
enacted policies and the practical implementation of laws.” Analysis of
implementation challenges revealed that legal (weight: 41), institutional (weight:
39), and financial (weight: 38) barriers are among the most fundamental challenges.
Keywords: Furthermore, the legislative and policy-making structure (weight: 63) was
Air pollution governance; recognized as the most influential factor in the law implementation process.
IPnoItl_tiytl_mpl;ebmen_tatlgnz:?ap; Results indicate that Iran's air pollution crisis is, more than a technical issue, a sign
Aisr Ll;\:\?nearos;ggasihe;an of deep governance failure. The extracted native model shows that this governance
; y : . .
gap has persisted due to factors such as an oil-dependent economy and bureaucratic
resistance. The operational strategies derived from the study strongly emphasize the
necessity of strengthening the legal framework (21.4%) and implementing economic
and incentive policies (20.7%) as immediate priorities for structural reforms. This
study presents a grounded paradigmatic model in this field, providing a scientific
basis for transitioning to a preventive and data-driven governance system.
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1. Introduction

Air pollution has evolved into one of the most complex and enduring environmental governance challenges
in Iran, with multidimensional impacts on public health, economic development, social welfare, and urban
resilience. Although Iran introduced the Clean Air Law in 2017 as a comprehensive regulatory framework
addressing mobile and stationary pollution sources, fuel standards, monitoring systems, and inter-agency
responsibilities, its real-world effectiveness has remained limited. Parliamentary and governmental reports
consistently show that only a fraction of the law’s provisions have been implemented, while key measures
such as eliminating heavy fuel oil combustion, renewing obsolete vehicle fleets, and expanding public
transportation have faced persistent delays. Existing research in Iran has largely focused on technical
pollution modeling or descriptive legal analysis, offering limited insight into the deeper institutional and
governance mechanisms that undermine policy execution. This study addresses this gap by providing a
systematic, qualitative explanation of why implementation failures persist, emphasizing governance
structures rather than technical deficiencies.

2. Research Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative design based on the constructivist grounded theory approach proposed
by Charmaz (2014). The interpretive paradigm enabled an in-depth exploration of the social, institutional,
and political dynamics shaping policy implementation. Data were collected through 15 in-depth semi-
structured interviews with senior officials of the Department of Environment, members of provincial air
pollution emergency committees, experts from relevant ministries, municipal authorities, university
scholars, and representatives of environmental NGOs. Participants were selected through theoretical
purposive sampling and possessed extensive professional experience in air pollution governance.
Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent, and transcribed
verbatim. Data analysis followed three sequential stages of open, axial, and selective coding using
MAXQDA 2024, resulting in 987 initial codes, 112 concepts, 38 subcategories, and 11 main categories.
Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation with official documents, member checking, peer review,
and the maintenance of a transparent audit trail.

3. Research Findings

The analysis identified the central phenomenon as a chronic structural gap between formally approved
environmental policies and their operational implementation. Five major categories of implementation
challenges were extracted: legal, institutional, financial, cultural-social, and technical-environmental barriers.
Legal (importance coefficient = 41), institutional (39), and financial (38) challenges were found to be the most
influential. Moreover, among the factors affecting implementation, the structure of legislation and policy
design emerged as the dominant determinant (importance coefficient = 63), outweighing technological
capacity and public awareness. Table 1 presents the major implementation challenges identified through
grounded analysis.

Table 1. Major Implementation Challenges of Environmental Laws in Air Pollution Governance in

Iran
Main Category Subcategory Representative Issues Identified
Legal Challenges Weak enforcement Ineffective monitoring, delayed penalties,
insufficient inspections
Legal complexity Ambiguous provisions, overlapping
national and local regulations
Lack of enforcement Weak sanctions, limited judicial follow-up
guarantees
Institutional Challenges Overlapping mandates Fragmented authority, inter-agency
conflicts
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Capacity limitations Shortage of skilled personnel, weak
organizational capability
Financial Challenges Budget constraints Insufficient and unstable funding
mechanisms
High implementation Costly monitoring systems and enforcement
costs measures
Cultural and Social Low public awareness Weak environmental literacy and
Challenges compliance
Technical and Environmental | Monitoring and data Outdated equipment, lack of integrated
Challenges gaps real-time systems

The findings further indicate that a fossil-fuel-dependent political economy, bureaucratic resistance,
fragmented authority, and unstable policy commitment interact to perpetuate ineffective implementation.
Strategic responses emphasized strengthening the legal framework (21.4%), adopting economic and
incentive-based instruments (20.7%), enhancing institutional capacity, and expanding technological
innovation and public participation

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that air pollution in Iran is fundamentally a governance failure rather than a purely
technical or environmental issue. Despite the formal comprehensiveness of the Clean Air Law, structural
deficiencies in legal design, institutional coordination, and financial sustainability have systematically
undermined its implementation. The grounded paradigm model developed in this research provides the first
empirically derived, context-specific explanation of policy implementation failure in Iran’s air pollution
governance. By highlighting the central role of governance structures, the study offers a robust foundation
for transitioning toward preventive, data-driven, and accountable environmental governance and provides
actionable insights for policymakers seeking to bridge the persistent gap between policy formulation and
execution.
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