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Abstract

%e issue of the JCPOA as a 20-year challenge in Iran’s foreign policy represents the

complexities of the country’s decision-making system. Over the past four decades, the Islamic
Republic of Iran as a regional actor has faced numerous global issues. The decision-making
system in Iran is more complex than other political systems due to the existence of various
institutions and its influence on domestic and international conditions. The challenge of the
JCPOA especially in its interaction with major global powers has added to these complexities and
has had an impact on Iran’s domestic decision-making. The internal and external decision-making
processes of the JCPOA in the face of major powers in the international system and semantic
conflicts at decision-making levels have added to the complexities of the issue. In this article, the
author seeks to answer the main question of how and under what circumstances are Iran’s foreign
policy decisions in the JCPOA formed. To answer based on rational choice theory it seeks to
analyze the structure of Iranian foreign policy decision-making on the issue of the JCPOA with
respect to official and unofficial actors. In addition to the level of decision-making, domestic and
international factors influencing Iranian foreign policy decision-making are mentioned, and finally
a conceptual model of Iranian foreign policy on the JCPOA is presented.
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1. Introduction

The referral of the Iranian nuclear dossier to the United Nations Security
Council marked a critical turning point in the foreign policy of the Islamic
Republic of Iran. Intensive and protracted negotiations with the P5+1 (the
five permanent members of the UN Security Council plus Germany)
culminated in the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). This
agreement, following nearly 14 years of nuclear crisis, represented a
significant diplomatic achievement and a major step towards de-escalating
tensions between Iran and the West.

The 11th administration [under President Hassan Rouhani], operating
under the slogan "Prudence and Hope," adopted a distinct foreign policy
approach from its predecessor. Its primary priorities centered on active
diplomacy, negotiating to repair relations with European countries, reducing
tensions with the United States, and securing the lifting of punishing
economic sanctions. Consequently, the nuclear negotiations were elevated to
the administration's most critical foreign policy dossier, culminating in the
successful conclusion of the JCPOA".

This research employs the "Rational Choice Model" as its theoretical
framework to analyze and explain Iran's foreign policy decision-making
during the nuclear negotiations and the conclusion of the JCPOA. This
model, which presupposes the rationality of state actors and their propensity
to engage in cost-benefit analysis, provides a powerful lens for explaining
strategic foreign policy choices.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Rational Choice Model

The Rational Choice Model is predicated on the core assumption that
actors in international politics—including states—are rational entities.
Through a process of cost-benefit calculation, they seek to maximize their
utility and strategic interests while minimizing potential costs.

Foreign policy decision-making is a complex process shaped by a
confluence of factors, including the international environment, defined
national interests, domestic political pressures, and rational strategic
calculations. The Rational Choice Model, by emphasizing the rationality of
actors, offers a useful framework for analyzing foreign policy decisions. It
does so by examining the range of options available to decision-makers and
the cost—benefit calculations that inform their ultimate choices.

According to this model, foreign policy actors—guided by their
interests—carefully evaluate the costs and benefits of available alternatives
and ultimately select the strategy that is expected to maximize their net
gains. Grounded in the systematic acquisition of new information and
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comprehensive data gathering, this model is particularly well-suited for the
strategic analysis of high-stakes issues such as diplomatic negotiations,
deterrence, and arms control regimes.

3. Research Method

This study utilizes a "descriptive-analytical method" to examine lIran's
foreign policy throughout the period of nuclear negotiations leading to the
JCPOA. Data collection relies primarily on "library and documentary
sources," including official government documents, diplomatic statements,
policy whitepapers, books, and peer-reviewed academic articles. This data is
analyzed through the lens of the Rational Choice theoretical framework to
elucidate the decision-making calculus of the Iranian government.

4. Analysis and Discussion

Foreign policy decision-making in Iran is invariably influenced by a
matrix of intertwined factors, such as intense international pressure,
compelling domestic economic needs, and public opinion. In the case of the
JCPOA, Iran's decision to enter negotiations and ultimately agree to the deal
was driven by the crippling impact of comprehensive international sanctions,
the urgent domestic imperative to achieve sanctions relief to revive the
national economy, and public demand for a resolution to the prolonged
crisis.

The 11th administration conducted a comprehensive assessment of the
international landscape and Iran's national priorities, concluding that a
strategy of negotiation leading to a nuclear agreement was the "most
rational” and "optimal available option." This decision was oriented toward
macro objectives, including the lifting of economic sanctions, the
normalization of Iran's international relations, and the creation of conditions
conducive to sustainable economic development.

The immediate and vital necessity of lifting economic sanctions to serve
core national interests. The Iranian government faced a constrained set of
strategic choices:

e Continuing resistance and refusing to negotiate:
Cost: Continuation and intensification of sanctions, deepened international

isolation, severe economic deterioration.

Perceived Benefit: Upholding ideological principles without making
concessions.

¢ Unconditional acquiescence to the demands of the opposing side:
Cost: Total forfeiture of nuclear rights and capabilities, a catastrophic loss of
domestic and international prestige.
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Perceived Benefit: The immediate and total removal of sanctions.
¢ Negotiating a balanced and mutually acceptable agreement (The

JCPOA option):

Cost: Accepting verifiable, temporary, and reversible limitations on the
nuclear program; significant expenditure of diplomatic capital and time.
Benefit: Phased lifting of sanctions, preservation of the essential nuclear
infrastructure within the NPT framework, reintegration into the international
community.

The Rational Choice: Based on this calculus, the third option was deemed
the most rational strategy from the administration's perspective. It promised
the maximum attainable benefit (comprehensive sanctions relief) at an
acceptable and manageable cost (temporary nuclear constraints under
international monitoring). This choice was framed as a "win-win" solution
that addressed the international community's non-proliferation concerns
while safeguarding lIran's vital economic and strategic interests.

5. Conclusion

Iran’s foreign policy decision-making system, marked by its institutional
complexity and sensitivity to diverse domestic and external pressures, often
produces a protracted and challenging decision-making process. In the case
of the JCPOA, the 11th administration, after weighing prevailing
international constraints against overriding national priorities, identified
negotiation and agreement as the most efficient and rational strategy
available.

The JCPOA represents a landmark diplomatic achievement in the history
of the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy, showcasing Iran’s capacity for
constructive engagement with major global powers and its ability to resolve
protracted disputes through diplomacy. Yet, the unilateral withdrawal of the
United States from the agreement and the subsequent re-imposition of
extensive sanctions created profound challenges, effectively undermining the
anticipated benefits and complicating Iran’s strategic calculus.

In the post-JCPOA environment, Iranian foreign policy faces a new set of
critical ~ challenges: preserving the agreement’s non-proliferation
achievements despite U.S. withdrawal, managing relations with the
European signatories with strategic prudence, and countering renewed
international pressures. Successfully navigating this complex landscape will
require the continued application of rational strategies grounded in
meticulous cost—benefit analysis to safeguard Iran’s core national interests.
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