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Abstract

The objective of this study was to explain the institutional, structural, and managerial processes underlying the persistence of
underdevelopment in Golestan Province and to develop a grounded theory of “governance inertia.” This qualitative study employed a
systematic grounded theory approach. Participants included 30 university professors, senior executive managers and specialists, and
private-sector economic actors and investors in Golestan Province, selected through purposive, snowball, and theoretical sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting 60-90 minutes. After
verbatim transcription, the data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Credibility was enhanced through member
checking, data triangulation, and expert review, while inter-coder agreement reached 80%. Analysis of the 30 interviews yielded 417
initial codes. Among the causal conditions, weak fundamental infrastructure accounted for 87 codes and dominance of traditional
agriculture for 65 codes. High climatic and natural diversity emerged as a major contextual condition with 42 codes. Among intervening
conditions, centralized national policies accounted for 58 codes and macroeconomic instability for 49 codes. Selective coding identified
“governance inertia” as the core category with the greatest explanatory power, reflecting institutional lock-in, path dependence,
reproduction of inefficient patterns, weak institutional learning, and structural resistance to change. Underdevelopment in Golestan
Province does not primarily result from a lack of potential resources; rather, it is produced by a self-reinforcing interaction among
infrastructural weaknesses, traditional economic structures, centralization, macroeconomic instability, and limited institutional
adaptability. Breaking governance inertia requires reforming decision-making structures, increasing regional authority, strengthening
institutional coordination, developing value chains, and integrating the province’s economic and environmental capacities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Regional underdevelopment is a multidimensional and path-dependent phenomenon that cannot be adequately
explained by a single economic, infrastructural, political, or cultural factor. Contemporary development studies
increasingly conceptualize underdevelopment as the outcome of interactions among institutional
arrangements, governance structures, economic capacities, social relations, spatial inequalities, and historically
accumulated patterns of decision-making. From this perspective, regions may possess considerable natural
resources, favorable geographical conditions, human capital, and productive potential while remaining unable
to transform these assets into sustainable economic growth and social well-being. In the Iranian context,
underdevelopment has similarly been interpreted as the outcome of interconnected and self-reinforcing
structural deficiencies rather than merely a shortage of financial resources. Azimi Arani argues that the Iranian
economy has been characterized by circuits of underdevelopment in which institutional, structural, and
economic weaknesses continually reproduce one another (Azimi Arani, 2014). Expert-based investigations
have likewise demonstrated that economic underdevelopment in Iran results from a combination of managerial,
institutional, structural, policy-related, and macroeconomic determinants rather than an isolated deficiency
(Sadighi & Saeidi-Aghdam, 2014). At the regional level, evidence from less-developed provinces indicates
that underdevelopment is shaped by complex relationships among infrastructure, investment, institutional
capacity, economic structure, environmental conditions, and spatial disparities (Zali & Sajadi Asl, 2023; Zali
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& Sajjadi Asl, 2017). Qualitative evidence from Kurdistan Province similarly suggests that regional
underdevelopment is produced through the interaction of economic, political, managerial, historical, and social
mechanisms (Mardoukhi & Saei Orsi, 2018). An important component of this problem concerns political and
administrative centralization. Highly centralized decision-making structures may restrict local autonomy,
reduce managerial flexibility, and weaken the ability of provincial institutions to formulate context-sensitive
development policies. Research on Iran has specifically identified political centralization as an important
dimension associated with persistent underdevelopment (Yousefi, 2019). Governance quality is therefore
crucial because the developmental consequences of resources depend substantially on the institutional
mechanisms through which they are allocated, coordinated, and converted into collective benefits. Evidence
regarding natural-resource rents and good governance confirms that the quality of governance affects the
capacity of societies to transform available resources into favorable socioeconomic outcomes (Faraji Dizaji et
al., 2023). Regional inequalities further reinforce these mechanisms because unequal access to infrastructure,
productive opportunities, public services, and political influence may itself reproduce underdevelopment over
time (Easterly, 2017). Differences among developed, less-developed, and underdeveloped Iranian provinces
in the relationships between public expenditure and economic performance similarly demonstrate the
importance of regional structural conditions (Rezagholizadeh & Aghaei, 2017). Beyond economic structures,
rural production systems and traditional livelihood patterns are particularly significant in provinces whose
economies remain strongly dependent on agriculture. Studies of rural development in Iran have highlighted
low productivity, weak value chains, insufficient technological modernization, limited investment, and
institutional deficiencies as persistent constraints on development (Azkia, 2017). Cultural and social
mechanisms may also interact with structural constraints; cultural lag, marginalization, limited participation,
and institutional-cultural incompatibilities have been associated with the persistence of underdevelopment
(Hasani et al., 2019; Mir et al., 2020). Moreover, macroeconomic and financial instability can weaken the
capacity for productive investment, especially in already disadvantaged settings, while the performance of
financial institutions in developing and underdeveloped contexts remains highly sensitive to institutional and
macroeconomic conditions (Al-Harbi, 2019). Recent studies have increasingly emphasized the need to identify
not merely lists of obstacles but also their structural relationships and causal pathways. Analysis of obstacles
to digital-economy development in underdeveloped regions, for example, demonstrates that certain barriers
operate as foundational drivers capable of triggering or reinforcing other constraints (He, 2023). Social
identity and attitudes toward less-developed entities may also influence regional integration and collective
responses to developmental inequalities (Koo, 2025). Within this broader literature, the concept of inertia
offers a useful framework for explaining why ineffective governance arrangements persist even when their
limitations are widely recognized. Governance research has shown how established discourses, institutional
routines, and policy frameworks can acquire inertia and consequently resist substantive transformation
(Williams, 2020). This perspective is particularly relevant to Golestan Province, which simultaneously
possesses substantial agricultural, ecological, tourism, border-trade, and geographical potential yet continues
to experience structural development constraints. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a grounded
theory of “governance inertia” to explain the mechanisms and processes underlying the persistence of
underdevelopment in Golestan Province.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative research design based on the systematic grounded theory approach to
generate an empirically grounded explanation of the institutional and social processes underlying the
persistence of underdevelopment in Golestan Province. The study population consisted of academic experts,
senior executive managers and specialists, and private-sector economic actors with extensive knowledge of
provincial development issues. Participants were initially selected through purposive and judgmental
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sampling, followed by snowball and theoretical sampling as analysis progressed. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in a final sample of 30 participants. The sample included 10
university professors with at least 10 years of teaching or research experience in development sociology,
economics, or related areas; 15 senior managers and executive experts with at least 15 years of professional or
managerial experience in provincial institutions; and five private-sector investors or economic actors with
active investment experience in agriculture, industry, or services within the province. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 60—90 minutes. Interview questions focused
on participants’ evaluations of the current development status of Golestan, major developmental obstacles,
existing opportunities and capacities, factors responsible for reproducing the current condition, institutional
and policy constraints, and possible strategies for changing the province’s development trajectory. Interviews
were recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim. Data collection and analysis proceeded
concurrently so that emerging concepts informed subsequent interviews and theoretical sampling. Credibility
was strengthened through member checking, comparison of interview evidence with relevant documentary
material, triangulation, and review of interpretations by academic experts. Coding reliability was additionally
examined through independent coding of selected material by two coders, yielding an inter-coder agreement
coefficient of 80%. Data analysis followed three interconnected phases of open, axial, and selective coding.
During open coding, all 30 interview transcripts were examined line by line, producing 417 initial codes.
Through constant comparison, semantically similar codes were merged into higher-order concepts. Axial
coding was then used to organize concepts into causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences. Finally, selective coding integrated the categories around a central
explanatory category capable of accounting for their systematic relationships.

Findings

The demographic composition of the sample reflected three principal perspectives on provincial development:
33.3% of participants were university professors and academic experts, 50% were senior executive managers
and specialists, and 16.7% were private-sector economic actors and investors. Analysis of the 417 initial codes
revealed a multidimensional pattern of provincial underdevelopment. Among the most prominent causal
conditions were weak fundamental infrastructure, the dominance of traditional agriculture and low
productivity, inadequate investment, and weak value chains. A total of 87 initial codes were associated with
deficiencies in fundamental infrastructure, including inadequate transportation routes, insufficient strategic
railway connections, limited modern irrigation networks, unstable energy infrastructure, and weak logistics.
Sixty-five codes concerned traditional agriculture, including low productivity, water-intensive cultivation,
insufficient mechanization, limited use of new technologies, lack of processing industries, and continued
dependence on low-value-added production. Contextual conditions included high climatic and natural
diversity, the province’s favorable geographical and geopolitical location, ethnic and cultural diversity, and
spatial and social inequalities. Forty-two initial codes emphasized the paradoxical coexistence of substantial
ecological, agricultural, tourism, and border-trade capacities with weak realized development outcomes.
Intervening conditions were dominated by centralized national policies and macroeconomic instability. Fifty-
eight codes were related to centralized decision-making, limited provincial autonomy, dependence on centrally
allocated budgets, inadequate attention to local capacities, and uneven resource distribution. Another 49 codes
concerned inflation, sanctions, exchange-rate volatility, regulatory instability, investment uncertainty, and
rising production costs. Environmental change, water scarcity, drought, flooding, and geopolitical fluctuations
were also identified as factors intensifying structural vulnerabilities. The principal strategies emerging from
the data included integrated resource management and spatial planning, transition from traditional to
knowledge-based agriculture, expansion of processing industries and value chains, sustainable tourism
development, strengthening regional trade and economic diplomacy, improving border-related infrastructure,
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decentralizing selected decision-making functions, enhancing institutional coordination, and increasing
participation by local experts and the private sector. The consequences of maintaining the existing trajectory
included continued infrastructural backwardness, low investment attractiveness, unemployment, migration,
raw-material dependence, erosion of social capital, and widening discrepancies between the province’s
potential and actual performance. In contrast, overcoming the identified governance constraints was associated
with expectations of higher productive investment, employment creation, increased value added, economic
diversification, improved exports, greater regional competitiveness, and enhanced quality of life. During
selective coding, “governance inertia” emerged as the core category integrating all other categories. It
represented an institutional lock-in characterized by path dependence, repetition of inefficient decision-making
patterns, weak institutional learning, fragmented governance, and resistance to structural change.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that Golestan Province’s underdevelopment is best understood not as the cumulative
presence of several independent disadvantages but as a self-reinforcing governance system in which structural
weaknesses, centralized policymaking, macroeconomic instability, and sectoral dependence continuously
reproduce one another. Weak infrastructure raises transaction and production costs and reduces investment
attractiveness; low investment restricts industrial diversification and the development of processing activities;
insufficient processing capacity reinforces dependence on traditional and low-productivity agriculture; and the
resulting weak regional economic base further reduces the capacity to finance or sustain transformative
infrastructure. Centralized decision-making strengthens this cycle by restricting the province’s ability to
redesign policies rapidly in accordance with local conditions, while macroeconomic instability discourages
long-term investment and encourages short-term adaptive behavior. The theoretical significance of
“governance inertia” lies precisely in explaining why widely recognized problems remain persistent despite
repeated development plans and policy interventions. Governance inertia refers to a condition in which
institutional routines, resource-allocation mechanisms, administrative relations, sectoral structures, and
established decision pathways become mutually reinforcing and consequently resistant to fundamental change.
Thus, the primary developmental challenge of Golestan is not an absolute absence of assets. On the contrary,
the province possesses substantial agricultural resources, ecological diversity, tourism potential, border
opportunities, and geographical advantages. The central problem is the institutional inability to combine and
mobilize these resources in a coherent development trajectory. The grounded theory developed in this study
therefore conceptualizes underdevelopment as an institutional lock-in in which the gap between developmental
potential and realized outcomes is continually regenerated through path-dependent governance. Breaking this
inertia requires more than isolated investment projects or temporary increases in public expenditure. It
demands simultaneous intervention in the rules and architecture of decision-making, interorganizational
coordination, spatial planning, infrastructure, agricultural modernization, value-chain formation, investment
conditions, and provincial participation in policy formulation. Greater local decision-making capacity should
be accompanied by transparent accountability mechanisms, stable long-term development priorities, evidence-
based planning, and institutional arrangements that connect government agencies, universities, local
communities, and the private sector. Moreover, agricultural development should be integrated with water-
efficiency policies, technological modernization, processing industries, logistics, and market development
rather than treated as an independent sectoral objective. Border location and proximity to Central Asian
markets should likewise be incorporated into a broader logistics and export strategy, while tourism
development should be linked to environmental sustainability and local community participation. Overall, the
study concludes that persistent underdevelopment in Golestan Province is fundamentally associated with
governance inertia: a self-reinforcing institutional configuration that locks the province into historically
reproduced patterns of low-value economic activity, infrastructural insufficiency, centralized dependency, and
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limited adaptive capacity. Sustainable regional development therefore depends on disrupting these reinforcing
mechanisms and replacing them with an integrated, learning-oriented, locally responsive, and strategically
coordinated model of governance.
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