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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and explain the governance dimensions influencing sustainable low-income housing and to develop an expert-based governance
model for housing policy and planning in Isfahan Province. A qualitative study was conducted within a pragmatic and interpretivist framework. Data were
collected through 12 in-depth expert interviews and 12 expert-consensus questionnaires. Participants were selected using purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis, open, axial, and selective coding, followed by the Discrete Consensus Support Method.
The findings revealed that governance in low-income housing is multidimensional and highly complex. Analysis generated 768 initial codes, 391 categories,
and 95 major themes, which were consolidated into 12 core governance dimensions. The results indicated that weak governance knowledge, institutional
fragmentation, lack of transparency and accountability, political interference, insufficient stakeholder participation, inadequate social evaluation mechanisms,
and policy—implementation gaps are the primary causes of failure in low-income housing projects. Expert-consensus analysis further confirmed 75 key
variables as valid components of the proposed governance framework, demonstrating an acceptable level of expert agreement and model robustness. The study
demonstrates that the success of sustainable low-income housing programs depends not only on physical development but also on governance quality,
institutional coordination, transparency, accountability, and meaningful stakeholder engagement. Strengthening governance structures and revising policy
frameworks are therefore essential for achieving sustainable housing outcomes and improving the quality of life of low-income populations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Housing is widely recognized as one of the most fundamental human needs and a critical component of sustainable urban
development. In contemporary urban studies, housing is no longer viewed merely as a physical shelter but rather as a
multidimensional phenomenon encompassing social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political dimensions. The quality
of housing reflects not only living standards but also the effectiveness of governance systems, urban management practices,
and public policies. Consequently, ensuring access to adequate housing for low-income groups has become one of the central
challenges facing governments, particularly in developing countries (1, 2).

Rapid urbanization, population growth, and increasing socioeconomic inequalities have intensified housing shortages
worldwide. Low-income households often face significant barriers in accessing affordable and adequate housing, resulting in
overcrowding, informal settlements, spatial segregation, and social exclusion. These challenges are particularly evident in
developing countries where urban growth frequently exceeds the capacity of planning institutions and housing systems.
Sustainable housing policies therefore require integrated approaches that address not only physical infrastructure but also
governance, social equity, and institutional effectiveness (3, 4).

Recent literature emphasizes that governance plays a decisive role in the success or failure of housing programs. Governance
refers to the structures, processes, and interactions through which public decisions are formulated, implemented, and monitored.
Unlike traditional government-centered approaches, governance emphasizes collaboration among governmental agencies,
private actors, civil society organizations, and local communities. Effective governance is characterized by transparency,

accountability, participation, coordination, and responsiveness, all of which are essential for addressing complex housing
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challenges (6, 7). Studies have shown that deficiencies in governance often result in inefficient housing policies, unequal
resource distribution, and the persistence of urban poverty (8, 9).

The importance of governance in low-income housing has been highlighted in various international contexts. Research has
demonstrated that institutional fragmentation, weak coordination among agencies, insufficient stakeholder participation, and
inadequate monitoring systems frequently undermine housing initiatives (11, 12). Similarly, governance-related challenges
have been observed in urban housing projects across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where political interference and weak
institutional capacities often hinder sustainable outcomes (13, 14).

In Iran, housing affordability and accessibility have emerged as major public policy concerns. Although several large-scale
housing programs have been implemented over the past decades, many projects have faced challenges related to infrastructure
provision, spatial accessibility, social integration, and governance effectiveness. Evaluations of the Mehr Housing Program,
for example, have identified shortcomings in planning, implementation, and institutional coordination (18). At the same time,
the expansion of informal and self-built settlements indicates persistent deficiencies in formal housing systems and highlights
the need for more effective governance frameworks (19).

The city of Isfahan represents a particularly important context for examining governance and housing issues. As one of
Iran’s major historical and cultural cities, Isfahan faces the dual challenge of preserving its heritage while accommodating
growing urban housing demands. Sustainable housing development in such contexts requires governance mechanisms capable
of balancing social equity, economic efficiency, cultural preservation, and environmental sustainability (5, 20). Despite
increasing scholarly attention to housing governance, relatively few studies have comprehensively examined the governance
dimensions of low-income housing within the Iranian urban context. Furthermore, many existing studies rely heavily on
quantitative approaches and pay limited attention to the perspectives of experts and stakeholders. To address this gap, the
present study employed a qualitative approach to identify and analyze the governance components influencing sustainable low-
income housing in Isfahan Province. The study further sought to develop a governance model grounded in expert perspectives
and validated through consensus analysis (10, 15, 16, 22-25).

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design grounded in pragmatist philosophy and interpretivist epistemology. The
purpose was to explore and explain the governance dimensions affecting low-income housing development in Isfahan Province.
Data collection was conducted through in-depth interviews and expert consensus questionnaires.

The study population consisted of specialists, urban planners, housing experts, academics, and policymakers with extensive
experience in housing and urban governance. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, and data collection
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. A total of 12 experts participated in the interview phase, while an additional
12 experts completed the consensus questionnaires.

The qualitative data were analyzed through thematic content analysis. Interview transcripts were coded using open, axial,
and selective coding procedures. Initially, meaningful statements were identified and assigned primary codes. These codes
were then grouped into categories and themes based on conceptual similarities and theoretical relationships. Following the
qualitative phase, the extracted variables were evaluated using the Discrete Consensus Support Method. This procedure enabled
the validation and prioritization of governance factors through expert consensus and facilitated the development of the final
governance model.

Findings
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The qualitative analysis generated 768 initial codes from the interview data. Through systematic categorization and
refinement, these codes were reduced to 391 categories and subsequently organized into 95 major concepts. Further analysis
identified 12 principal governance dimensions that collectively explain the governance structure of low-income housing in
Isfahan Province.

The first major dimension concerned inadequate governance knowledge and limited understanding of governance principles
among policymakers and practitioners. Participants consistently emphasized that insufficient familiarity with governance
concepts negatively influenced policy design, implementation, and evaluation.

The second dimension involved institutional fragmentation and weak organizational coordination. Experts reported
significant challenges arising from overlapping responsibilities, unclear mandates, and insufficient collaboration among
governmental and non-governmental actors.

A third key dimension was the lack of transparency and accountability. Participants highlighted deficiencies in information
disclosure, monitoring systems, and reporting mechanisms, which contributed to reduced public trust and weakened
institutional legitimacy.

Political influence and personal interests emerged as another important theme. Experts noted that political interventions
frequently distorted policy priorities, resource allocation processes, and implementation practices, thereby reducing policy
effectiveness.

Stakeholder participation was also identified as a critical governance component. The findings revealed that community
members, local stakeholders, and beneficiaries often had limited involvement in planning and decision-making processes,
resulting in reduced policy responsiveness and weaker social support.

Additional themes included budgetary constraints, inefficient resource allocation, implementation delays, inadequate social
impact assessments, and weak performance evaluation mechanisms. Participants emphasized that many housing projects lacked
systematic procedures for monitoring outcomes and learning from previous experiences.

The selective coding phase revealed several important causal relationships. Weak governance knowledge contributed to
institutional fragmentation and reduced accountability. Institutional fragmentation increased policy-implementation gaps and
weakened monitoring systems. Limited transparency facilitated political influence and reduced stakeholder participation.
Insufficient participation and financial constraints further exacerbated implementation challenges. Finally, the absence of
continuous social evaluation prevented timely policy adjustments and contributed to recurring project failures.

The consensus analysis validated 75 key variables as significant components of the governance model. Variables with higher
consensus scores were retained in the final framework, indicating strong agreement among experts regarding their importance.
The final governance model illustrated a dynamic network of relationships among governance knowledge, institutional
coordination, transparency, accountability, participation, resource management, policy implementation, and project outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that sustainable low-income housing cannot be understood solely through physical, technical, or
economic perspectives. Instead, housing outcomes are strongly influenced by governance structures, institutional relationships,
and decision-making processes. The results suggest that governance deficiencies constitute some of the most significant barriers
to effective low-income housing development in Isfahan Province.

One of the most important contributions of this study is the identification of governance knowledge as a foundational factor

influencing the entire housing governance system. Limited understanding of governance principles appears to weaken
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institutional capacity, reduce transparency, and hinder effective policy implementation. This finding suggests that governance
challenges are not merely procedural but are also rooted in knowledge gaps and organizational cultures.

The study also highlights the critical importance of institutional coordination. Fragmented governance structures create
inefficiencies, increase administrative complexity, and reduce the effectiveness of housing interventions. Strengthening
coordination mechanisms across different governmental levels and sectors may therefore significantly improve policy
outcomes.

Transparency and accountability emerged as essential prerequisites for successful housing governance. The findings indicate
that transparent decision-making processes and robust accountability mechanisms can reduce opportunities for political
interference, enhance public trust, and improve resource allocation. Similarly, meaningful stakeholder participation appears
necessary for ensuring that housing policies reflect the needs and priorities of low-income communities.

Another significant finding concerns the relationship between policy formulation and implementation. The study revealed
substantial gaps between policy objectives and implementation realities. These gaps are often reinforced by financial
constraints, weak monitoring systems, and insufficient institutional capacities. Consequently, even well-designed policies may
fail to achieve their intended outcomes if governance structures are inadequate.

Overall, the proposed governance model demonstrates that sustainable low-income housing requires integrated governance
approaches that combine institutional coordination, transparency, accountability, stakeholder participation, effective resource
management, and continuous evaluation. The study concludes that improving governance quality should be considered a
strategic priority for housing policy in Isfahan and similar urban contexts. By strengthening governance capacities and
addressing institutional weaknesses, policymakers can enhance the sustainability, effectiveness, and social equity of low-

income housing programs, ultimately contributing to improved quality of life and more inclusive urban development.
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