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Abstract

Effective governance is a cornerstone of successful policymaking, yet conventional
discourses on effectiveness often prioritize immediate results and quantitative
indicators. Such approaches neglect the participatory, interpretive, and learning-
oriented dimensions essential for sustainable and legitimate governance. This study
reevaluates the concept of effectiveness by examining how policy design—
understood as a reflexive, discursive, and capacity-building practice—can foster a
paradigm shift in both the understanding and implementation of effective policies.
Employing a discourse-oriented, interpretive methodology, the research integrates
three complementary approaches: reflexive policy design, discursive analysis, and
capacity enhancement strategies. Four major Iranian policies are analyzed: the
National Development Plans, the Mehr Housing Project, the Preferential Currency
Policy, and the Health Transformation Plan. The findings demonstrate that output-
focused, rigidly designed policies frequently reinforce structural inefficiencies
through discursive closure and limited institutional feedback. By contrast, the initial
phase of the Health Transformation Plan illustrates how meaning-oriented design
can foster discursive innovation, encourage alternative narratives, and enhance
policy adaptability. The study concludes that overcoming Iran's persistent policy
failures and governance legitimacy deficits requires moving beyond technocratic,
engineering-based approaches toward a constructivist paradigm. Within this
paradigm, policy design becomes a communicative act embedded in the discursive
fabric of governance, fostering participation, dialogue, and institutional learning.
Redefining effectiveness through such a lens offers a pathway to more inclusive,
adaptive, and sustainable governance, with broader implications for contexts facing
similar challenges.
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Structured Abstract
Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to reconceptualize the dominant discourse of
“effectiveness” in Iranian policymaking by demonstrating how policy design—
understood as a reflexive, discursive, and capacity-building practice—can
generate a fundamental shift from an output-oriented logic to a process-oriented
understanding of effectiveness. Existing policy approaches in Iran have
predominantly emphasized quantitative outcomes, instrumental rationality, and
short-term crisis management. These perspectives marginalize the interpretive,
participatory, and meaning-making dimensions of governance. Against this
background, the paper aims to show how policy design conceived as a meaning-
making action can reshape the conceptual foundations of effectiveness in ways
that foster legitimacy, learning, and social trust. By analyzing key policy cases—
including national development plans, the Mehr Housing Project, the
Preferential Currency Policy, and the Health Transformation Plan—the study
seeks to reveal the structural mechanisms through which dominant output-
oriented discourses reproduce inefficiency and to identify the conditions under
which alternative, process-based conceptions of effectiveness can emerge.

Design/methodology/approach

This research adopts an interpretive and discourse-oriented approach, situating
the study within the broader tradition of the “argumentative turn” in policy
analysis. Rather than relying on positivist or data-driven frameworks, the paper
employs conceptual—interpretive methods that emphasize meaning, language,
and narrative as constitutive elements of policymaking. The method is rooted in
conceptual reconstruction, frame reflection, and interpretive policy analysis,
drawing upon key theorists such as Fischer, Schén, Rein, Hajer, and Yanow.
The study uses explanatory case studies not as empirical samples but as policy
texts, allowing the researcher to unpack narrative structures, meaning-making
dynamics, and discursive mechanisms. Four major Iranian policy experiences
are purposefully selected through theoretical sampling: national development
plans as long-term state narratives, the Mehr Housing Project as an exemplar of
output-oriented design, the Preferential Currency Policy as a case of centralized
technocratic crisis response, and the Health Transformation Plan as an example
of partial reflexive design. These cases are analyzed through three analytical
dimensions derived from the theoretical model: reflexive design, discursive
design, and capacity-enhancing design. Through this composite analytical lens,
the study investigates how different approaches to policy design contribute to
stabilizing or transforming the dominant discourse of effectiveness in
governance.

Findings

The analysis reveals that the prevailing output-oriented discourse in Iranian
policymaking is structurally embedded within institutional routines and policy
narratives. This discourse constructs effectiveness as the rapid delivery of
outputs, the achievement of predetermined quantitative targets, and the ability
of the state to control crises. Such a conception, however, excludes the
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interpretive, participatory, and contextual dimensions of policymaking, thereby
reproducing chronic inefficiencies.

The findings demonstrate that policies such as national development plans, the
Mehr Housing Project, and the Preferential Currency Policy exhibit a pattern of
technocratic, top-down design that lacks reflexivity, discursive openness, and
institutional learning. These designs treat policy problems as fixed and
predefined, rely on narrow expert-driven solutions, and define success primarily
in terms of measurable outputs. This model contributes to the erosion of social
trust, the weakening of legitimacy, and the accumulation of structural policy
failures. In contrast, the initial phase of the Health Transformation Plan displays
elements of reflexive and discursive design. By redefining the policy problem,
incorporating multiple stakeholder voices, and establishing mechanisms for
feedback and learning (even if only partially realized), the plan opened space for
alternative narratives of success. Although institutional constraints eventually
limited its transformative potential, the case illustrates how meaning-oriented
design can create discursive openings for reimagining effectiveness as a process
grounded in participation, learning, and social legitimacy. Overall, the findings
suggest that policy design can serve as a key mechanism for discursive
transformation—capable of shifting policymaking from output-based models
toward more dynamic, participatory, and meaning-creating conceptions of
effectiveness.

Research limitations/implications

This research is conceptual and interpretive and therefore does not seek
empirical generalizability. The findings are limited by their reliance on policy
documents and discursive analysis rather than quantitative or mixed-method
evidence. Nevertheless, this limitation is consistent with the theoretical
objectives of the study, which aim to reconstruct conceptual frames rather than
test variable-based hypotheses. Future research could expand upon the
framework by integrating empirical fieldwork, including interviews with
policymakers, participatory observation in policy processes, and discursive
analysis of media narratives. Comparative studies across countries with similar
governance structures could also test the relevance and adaptability of the
proposed framework. Additionally, the development of operational indicators
for “process-oriented effectiveness” could provide a practical tool for policy
evaluation.

Practical implications

The study highlights several actionable implications for policy practitioners and
governmental institutions. First, policymakers should adopt reflexive practices
that question predefined problem frames and invite multiple interpretations
before designing interventions. Second, designing policies through discursive
processes—such as multi-actor dialogue, stakeholder consultation, and
collaborative framing—can enhance legitimacy and reduce resistance during
implementation. Third, capacity-building must be recognized as a central aim of
policy design, requiring the establishment of feedback mechanisms, institutional
learning platforms, and adaptive policy structures. Moreover, the research
underscores the need to reform the role of central policymaking institutions such
as the Planning and Budget Organization. These institutions should evolve from
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output-monitoring units into meaning-making and learning-oriented governance
hubs. The adoption of process-based criteria in policy evaluation could lead to
policies that are more robust, legitimate, and socially embedded.

Social implications

The societal implications of this research are significant. By shifting the
discourse of effectiveness from output-oriented indicators toward participatory,
reflective, and interpretive dimensions, policymakers can foster public trust,
enhance the legitimacy of governance, and strengthen democratic interaction
between state and society. Reframing effectiveness as a communicative and
socially constructed process encourages broader engagement from civil society,
media, and communities, thereby increasing transparency and reducing the
disconnect between state institutions and citizens. The study suggests that
embracing a process-oriented discourse can influence public attitudes by
highlighting the value of dialogue, mutual understanding, and shared meaning
in policymaking. This shift has the potential to reshape broader policy
strategies—moving from technocratic governance toward governance rooted in
social learning, interpretive legitimacy, and long-term institutional resilience.

Originality/value

The originality of the paper lies in its integrated theoretical framework that
combines reflexive, discursive, and capacity-enhancing approaches to policy
design in order to propose a novel understanding of effectiveness in governance.
Unlike existing studies that treat policy design either as a technical exercise or
as a purely discursive phenomenon, this paper conceptualizes policy design as a
meaning-making action capable of reshaping the foundational discourse of
effectiveness.

The paper's value is particularly relevant for scholars of public policy,
governance, and political discourse, as well as for policymakers seeking
alternatives to entrenched technocratic models. By demonstrating how policy
design can act as a medium of conceptual transformation, the paper provides a
new lens for analyzing persistent governance failures and offers a pathway for
reform in contexts characterized by structural inefficiency and legitimacy
deficits.
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1. Theoretical sampling

2. Analytical lenses

3. Fischer, 2003; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012; Vigar, 2017
4. Reflexivity
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