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Extended Abstract

Introduction: In recent decades, the governance of hijab and chastity policies in
the Islamic Republic of Iran has become one of the most contentious cultural and
social issues. Although successive post-revolutionary governments have consist-
ently attempted to institutionalize the hijab through policy formulation and legis-
lation, their persistent failure to achieve intended outcomes highlights a significant
policy gap. More than four decades after the revolution, official monitoring data
indicate that approximately 60% to 70% of Iranian women fall within the category
of “non-standard hijab,” with up to 15% considered openly disobedient. These sta-
tistics reveal a vast “gray zone” of public adherence, underscoring the limitations
of current strategies.

Methods: This study aims to provide a comprehensive diagnosis of the systematic
failure of hijab policies in Iran. It adopts grounded theory methodology, specifical-
ly the Strauss and Corbin systematic approach, to construct an interpretive model
of policy failure grounded in empirical data. Data were collected through in-depth
interviews with 15 policy experts and four focus group discussions involving 20
scholars. The qualitative data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective cod-
ing techniques.

Results: The core phenomenon emerging from this research is the “Multifaceted
Failure of Hijab and Chastity Policies.” This central theme encapsulates the inter-
section of political, cultural, structural, and discursive breakdowns. The study cat-
egorizes the factors influencing policy failure into causal conditions (e.g., increas-
ing public resistance and criticism of compulsory hijab), contextual conditions
(e.g., cultural transformations and competing gender ideologies), and intervening
conditions (e.g., governance fragmentation and bureaucratic misalignment). These
conditions are connected to the strategic responses—or lack thereof—adopted by
the policy apparatus.

Among the key findings are three dysfunctional policy strategies:

1. Securitization and Intensified Control, which reframed a cultural issue as a po-
licing agenda;

2. Denial and Avoidance of Policy Learning, in which authorities disregarded ac-
ademic research and societal feedback;
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While these strategies aimed to suppress dissent and reassert control, they large-
ly backfired—resulting in diminished public trust, heightened social polarization,
and the entrenchment of failed policy practices.

The consequences of these strategies are examined in depth. The study reveals the
production of “bad policies”—those that are reactive, overly centralized, and dis-
connected from societal realities. Equally significant is the absence of necessary
policies, including educational, cultural, and family-oriented initiatives that could
promote voluntary alignment with Islamic values. The model developed in this
study maps these failures across the policy cycle—from agenda-setting to evalu-
ation—demonstrating that failures occur not only during implementation but also
at the stages of design, legitimacy, and responsiveness.

This study contributes to the broader literature on policy failure and learning by
situating Iran’s hijab policies within a systemic analytical framework. It argues
that hijab, as a policy issue, cannot be effectively addressed through coercion or
top-down mandates alone. Instead, policy approaches must engage with the cul-
tural, discursive, and generational transformations shaping Iranian society. The
research also emphasizes the need to bridge the gap between knowledge and poli-
cymaking by integrating empirical research and public engagement into the policy
process.

Discussion: Accordingly, the central phenomenon of “Multifaceted Failure of Hi-
jab and Chastity Policies” is conceptualized through a paradigmatic model that
links various conditions and identifies potential pathways for reform. In conclu-
sion, the study underscores the multidimensional nature of policy failure in Iran’s
hijab governance. Addressing this complex issue requires an equally nuanced and
layered policy response—one that respects cultural dynamics, prioritizes social
trust, and relies on evidence-based decision-making. The grounded theory model
developed in this research not only illuminates the specific mechanisms of failure
in the domain of hijab regulation but also offers a broader template for analyzing
policy breakdowns in similarly complex socio-political environments.
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