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Extended Abstract

Introduction
In recent decades, Iran’s rural areas have faced various challenges, such as a declining

young population, insufficient infrastructural services, a lack of sustainable financial
resources, and traditional managerial structures. Policymakers and researchers believe that
implementing a model of “modern rural management” and carrying out “power transfer”
from the central government to local bodies can help overcome these obstacles. This new
approach emphasizes transparency, genuine devolution of authority to village councils
and mayors (dehyars), and increased public participation in local decision-making.
However, many rural regions still grapple with traditions like tribalism and the
authority of local elders, which can limit access to managerial roles for other groups—
especially youth and women. Moreover, many local administrators (dehyars and council
members) lack specialized skills in financial management and modern planning, leaving
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them heavily dependent on government funding. This research focuses on Zabrkhan
County in Razavi Khorasan Province—an area known for its historical and cultural
diversity yet facing obstacles like inadequate infrastructure and the strong presence of
traditional tribal structures. The ultimate goal of this study is to identify and explain the
factors that hinder the power-transfer process in this region, while proposing solutions for
better management and sustainable rural development.

Methodology

[This research employs Grounded Theory, where the investigator aims to derive theoretical
insights directly from field data.
1. Data Collection

Sixteen semi-structured interviews were conducted with dehyars, council members,
subdistrict heads, and local experts in Zabrkhan County. Initially, a few well-informed
participants were selected, an[Ithen, using the “snowball sampling” method, individuals
offering diverse views joined the study. Each interview lasted between 50 and 80 minutes,
and all conversations were recorded and transcribed in full.

2. Sampling and Theoretical Saturation

The interview process continued until no new concepts emerged—referred to as
“theoretical saturation,” at which point data collection ceased.

3. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed through three main coding stages:

e Open Coding: Key phrases and sentences were highlighted, yielding roughly 160
initial open codes.

e Axial Coding: These codes were grouped under five central categories: causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes.

e Selective Coding: Ultimately, the phenomenon of “power transfer in modern rural
management” emerged as the core category, around which all other concepts were
integrated into a theoretical framework.

To enhance validity, the preliminary analysis was reviewed by several participants and
compared with similar studies in Iran and abroad. Additionally, specialized qualitative
software was used to organize and code the data, improving the study’s accuracy.

Findings and Discussion
Causal Conditions

e Tribalism and the Influence of Elders
In many villages in Zabrkhan, tribal affiliations or the status of family elders still hold
sway. While such influence can foster social cohesion in times of crisis, it often
undermines meritocracy and free competition when selecting local administrators.

o Weak Managerial Skills
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Most dehyars and council members have not received formal education in financial
management or strategic planning, which further increases their dependence on central
government and limits local innovation.

3-2. Contextual Conditions

e Geography and Economy
Villages located closer to main roads and urban centers have better income opportunities
and infrastructures, whereas more remote and mountainous villages struggle with limited
resources and more serious development issues.

o Institutional and Cultural Structure
Heavy reliance on government budgets, weak oversight regulations, and insufficient
transparency pose significant difficulties for councils and dehyars in implementing
development projects. Moreover, the low participation of women and youth in local
management reduces the introduction of innovative ideas.

3-3. Intervening Conditions

e Government Support
Although national policies encourage empowering local bodies, reduced or poorly
managed government funding can obstruct proper implementation of development
projects and diminish the motivation of local managers.

e Technology and Innovation
Digital systems for financial transparency and online public meetings could bolster
residents’ trust in rural management. However, some villages in Zabrkhan still lack
sufficient internet access and communication infrastructures.

3-4. Strategies

o Education and Capacity Building
This includes regularly scheduled training sessions for dehyars and council members,
focusing on topics such as financial management, long-term planning, negotiation, and
conflict resolution skills.

¢ Strengthening Transparency and Public Participation
Establishing mechanisms for openly reporting revenues and expenditures (e.g., digital
platforms), holding regular town-hall style meetings, and valuing the contributions of
women and youth in decision-making.

¢ Creating Sustainable Financial Resources
Supporting local cooperatives, rural tourism, and small-scale industries to reduce
dependence on government budgets.

o Expanding Collaborative Efforts
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Encouraging participation from NGOs, religious institutions, and volunteer groups in
development initiatives, thereby increasing both financial and technical resources
available to local management.

3-5. Outcomes

If these strategies are effectively implemented, there is reason to believe that managerial
transparency will improve, public engagement will rise, and out-migration from villages
may decrease. Trust between citizens and local managers will strengthen, and economic,
social, and environmental sustainability will become more achievable. Conversely,
without adequate oversight and transparency, influential local elites may continue to
monopolize power, leaving ordinary people with little benefit from decentralization
efforts.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that transferring power to local rural management cannot be
achieved solely by reforming administrative structures and regulations—it also requires
deep cultural transformations. Tribalism and the authority of elders, while sometimes
beneficial in resolving conflicts, can hinder the free circulation of power and marginalize
young and new leaders. Meanwhile, ongoing challenges such as limited managerial
expertise, the absence of local financial resources, and inadequate digital infrastructures
mean that even when authority is formally decentralized, local governments are not fully
able to operate effectively.

Therefore, for modern rural management to succeed in Zabrkhan or similar regions,
emphasis must be placed on both educating and empowering local officials, as well as
implementing measures that boost transparency and public participation. Efforts to create
local and sustainable revenue streams are likewise essential. Additionally, reducing
bureaucratic red tape and providing consistent support from government and intermediary
organizations can foster a dynamic process where villages take more active ownership of
their future. Otherwise, traditional structures of power will likely remain dominant, and
key goals—such as equitable and sustainable development—uwill be difficult to achieve.
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