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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

. . Urban policy-making in the metropolitan city of Tehran has undergone
Avrticle type: fundamental paradigmatic transformations in recent decades; transformations
Research Paper that, in the absence of a coherent National Urban Policy, have been largely
reactive, fragmented, and lacking institutional coherence. This study aims to
identify and analyze the paradigms of urban policy-making in Tehran in the light
of the concept of National Urban Policy. The research approach is qualitative
and based on a critical-interpretive paradigm, and data were collected and
analyzed through documentary analysis, semi-structured interviews with 12
urban management experts, and thematic analysis. The findings indicate that
Tehran's urban policy-making is transitioning from the first paradigm (physical-
spatial) through the second paradigm (growth management) to the third
paradigm (network governance), although this transition remains incomplete and
contentious. The core of this tension is the conflict between two opposing
regimes, "city-selling” versus "city-preservation”, rooted in the lack of
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sustainable urban revenues and the weakness of National Urban Policy.
Accordingly, a conceptual model of Tehran's urban policy-making space is
presented, which provides an analytical framework for understanding the

complexities of urban policy-making and practical guidance for addressing
urban wicked problems.
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Introduction

Urban policy-making in metropolitan Tehran has undergone fundamental paradigmatic
transformations over the past seven decades, remaining largely reactive and fragmented in the absence
of a coherent National Urban Policy (NUP). Tehran faces complex multidimensional challenges
including spatial inequality, environmental pollution, and dependency on unsustainable revenues. The
core tension centers on the conflict between two opposing regimes: the "city-selling” regime based on
rentier political economy, and the "city-preservation™ regime grounded in progressive governance.
Despite numerous studies on urban governance in Iran, a comprehensive analysis linking paradigmatic
shifts to National Urban Policy remains a significant gap. This study addresses this gap by examining
the evolution of Tehran's urban policy-making paradigms and their relationship with NUP.

Materials and Methods
This qualitative study was conducted within a critical-interpretive paradigm using Thematic Analysis.
Theoretical frameworks including Hall's paradigm change theory, Stone's urban regime theory, Rittel
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and Webber's wicked problems concept, and National Urban Policy were employed as interpretive
lenses. Data were collected through documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews with 12
urban management experts selected via purposive and snowball sampling. Theoretical saturation was
achieved after the ninth interview. Validity was ensured through triangulation and participant review.

Results

Findings reveal that Tehran's urban policy-making has traversed three main paradigms. The first
paradigm (physical-spatial planning, 1960s-1990s) treated the city as a physical entity managed
through top-down master plans, with municipalities lacking financial and political autonomy. The
second paradigm (urban growth management, late 1980s-present) emerged from a severe municipal
financial crisis, giving rise to the "“city-selling” regime as an inevitable consequence of NUP absence.
This regime, characterized by density trading and permit selling, created a self-reinforcing cycle of
unsustainable revenues and institutional corruption persisting for over three decades. The third
paradigm (network governance) reflects an incomplete and contentious transition toward participatory
governance. Key features of the current paradigm include: the entrenched conflict between city-selling
and city-preservation regimes; deepening of wicked urban problems including spatial inequality and
environmental crises; gradual institutionalization of network governance discourse; increased
politicization of urban management; and initial steps toward NUP through sustainable municipal
revenue legislation and revival of urban development monitoring institutions.

Discussion and Conclusion

Each paradigm maintains a distinct relationship with National Urban Policy: the first considered NUP
unnecessary; the second filled its absence with the city-selling regime; and the third cannot be realized
without it. Supported by Pierson's policy feedback theory, this analysis explains how the city-selling
regime, by creating powerful stakeholder networks, became an obstacle to NUP formation. A
conceptual model of Tehran's urban policy-making space is proposed, integrating the Multiple Streams
Framework, Advocacy Coalition Framework, and Incremental Decision-Making Loop. The model's
core mechanism rests on a fundamental question: does a stable policy regime with institutional
infrastructure exist? In its presence, the advocacy coalition path guides policy formulation; in its
absence, the predominant condition in Tehran's wicked problem environment, the incremental
decision-making loop becomes the appropriate pathway. The study concludes that Tehran's primary
challenge is not the absence of plans, but the absence of a coherent policy paradigm capable of
aligning developmental goals, stakeholder interests, and NUP requirements. Five strategic
recommendations are offered: developing a coherent National Urban Policy; reforming municipal
financial structures; strengthening intermediary institutions; adopting incremental decision-making for
wicked problems; and institutionalizing genuine citizen participation.
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