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Abstract “‘
Public policy formdlation at t
linking national policies
empirical e
experience stru
approaches. Thi
forces shaping pro
of these processes un
The research adopts a

ial level plays an important role in
conditions and needs. Nevertheless,
rovincial decision-making systems often
nd tend to follow top-down and imitative
-applied study examines the interaction of key
olicy formulation and explores the future trajectory
a “business-as-usual” scenario in Zanjan Province.
tures studies perspective and applies Schwartz’s
eight-step scenario plaaning methodology. Data were collected through
in-depth interviews, storming sessions, and expert panels involving eight
senior provincial administrators and academic specialists. The findings
indicate that the provincial decision-making system is influenced by five
major forces: inefficiency of the centralized administrative structure, conflicts
of interest and external pressures, constraints in the financial allocation
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system, weaknesses in data-based governance infrastructure, and
misalignment between national policies and local priorities. These
uncertainties point to a possible trajectory of institutional rigidity and
stagnation in policy formulation over the next decade. Under such conditions,
policymaking is likely to become increasingly reactive and short-term
oriented, contributing to economic stagnation and a gradual decline in social
capital. The results suggest that overcoming this situation requires coordinated
institutional reforms, including functional decentralization, stronger
data-driven governance systems, greater institutional transparency, and
participatory policy co-creation.

1. Introduction

Public policy formulation is widely conside tical phases
of the policy process, as it translates societal ¢ cal priorities
into actionable policy options. In governance s—marked
by highly centralized administrative structures—t aces constraints.
Bureaucratic rigidity, hieratchical decisi i ditions, and limited

stakeholder engagement hin flexible and context
sensitive policies. These i58ues y visible at the provincial

level, where local a istrati erate within policy boundaries set
nationally. “

Although,recent pol the need for territorially responsive
policyma in Iran remain dependent on national

frameworks.
restricted, raisin
challenges.

nities for localized policy innovation are
ut provinces’ capacity to address development

Against this backgro
policy formulation in

, the present study examines the future of public
njan Province using a futures oriented imaging
approach. By combiningi foresight methodologies with perspectives from
public policy studies, research seeks to identify key driving forces, major
uncertainties, and plausible trajectories shaping policymaking over the
coming decade. The study assumes that without anticipatory and evidence
informed mechanisms, provincial governance may gradually drift toward
institutional inertia and reduced effectiveness.

Research Question(s): How  does the imaging of a
continuation-of-the-status-quo scenario portray the future of public policy
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formulation in Zanjan Province over a ten-year horizon, and what implications
does this portrayal have for improving provincial governance?

2. Literature Review

This research draws on interdisciplinary literature spanning public policy
analysis, governance studies, and futures research. In policy sciences, the
formulation stage is where analytical reasoning, institutional constraints, and
competing interests shape policy alternatives. Effective provincial
policymaking requires sensitivity to spatial djversity, socioeconomic
variation, and local developmental characteristics; y ch responsiveness is
difficult to achieve within centralized administrative sys

Conceptually, the study builds on the ima ures studies
Imaging emphasizes imagination, interpretati onstruction in
shaping how decision makers perceive the predicting a
single outcome, the approach encourages explorati sible, probable,
and desirable futures, broadening policymakers’ un ding of pathways
and options.

As a strategic cognitive_to8Ihimaging enabl ision makers to reflect on
long term uncertainties, institutional learning, and reduces
. In provincial governance, it can

vulnerability to Ufiexpected

The study employs
imaging methodology.
expert panel discussion

alitative, exploratory design based on structured
ata collection included semi structured interviews,
ollaborative brainstorming sessions, and a review
of policy and futures literature. Together, these methods provided a solid
empirical and conceptual foundation for identifying key forces shaping
provincial policymaking.

The analytical process followed Peter Schwartz’s eight stage scenario
development model, guiding the research from identifying the core policy
question to constructing and refining future scenarios.

In depth interviews were conducted with provincial administrators, academic
experts, and policy practitioners familiar with Zanjan’s governance
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environment. These captured perspectives on structural challenges, emerging
trends, and critical uncertainties.

Interview findings were examined in expert panels, where participants
assessed each factor by its impact on provincial governance and degree of
uncertainty. Through this process, five dominant driving forces were
identified.

Scenario narratives were developed through guided imagination exercises and
iterative dialogue among panel members. Qualjtative content analysis
integrated themes and ensured coherence. The final arios were presented
to experts for validation and refinement, strengthe their analytical
robustness and practical relevance.

4. Results

The analysis identified five interrelated driv s shaping the future of
public policy formulation in Zanjan Province:

1. Structural inefficienCigs from cent nance;
Persistentconﬂ@s‘inte t and inf | power networks;

cation mechanisms;

ited evidence-based capacity;

o~ P

onal frameworks and local development

future scenarios. Among them, the “continuation
institutional inertia and policy paralysis—remains
patterns persist. Under this scenario, governance
stays rigid, financially fragmented, and data-poor. Policymaking becomes
compliance-driven, foctsing on national directives rather than provincial
challenges, eventually reducing innovation, weakening resource efficiency,
and eroding public trust in provincial institutions.

scenario”—marked
most plausible if curr

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the effectiveness of provincial policymaking
depends largely on institutional design, fiscal governance, and information
infrastructure. These results align with broader theoretical perspectives such
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as path dependency, policy capture, and symbolic policymaking, where
procedural stability may overshadow substantive problem solving.

A key observation is the limited anticipatory capacity within provincial
governance. Without institutionalized foresight and strategic analysis,
policymaking remains reactive, addressing immediate pressures rather than
long-term developmental goals. This contrasts with multilevel governance
systems worldwide, where subnational authorities increasingly function as
policy innovation centers tailored to local needs.

The imaging exercise shows that despite struct
Province holds latent potential for institutional transfor
potential requires strengthening goverpance arrangem
reliable data infrastructures, and enhan
competencies within the provincial administrat

constraints, Zanjan
ion. Realizing this
developing

Strategic and Practical Policy Recommendati

Based on findings, the study proposes Sixgiaterrel reform directions to
strengthen adaptive, future ori i ance:

1. Functional provincial —authorities

works to local priorities.

rengthen public trust.

4. Program basedfhudgeting: Aligning fiscal allocations with strategic
development goals rather than short term routines.

cymaking: Institutionalizing structured stakeholder
engagement across the policymaking cycle.

6. Capacity building: Developing policy laboratories and training
programs to reinforce analytical capacity within provincial
administrations.

Collectively, these reforms provide a pathway for moving provincial
policymaking beyond bureaucratic inertia toward an anticipatory, learning
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oriented system capable of supporting sustainable, inclusive regional
development.

Keywords: Provincial Policy, Policy Formulation, Future Envisioning,
Provincial Governance, Scenario Envisioning.
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