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Abstract

Frequent disruptions in the supply of essential goods, intensified by economic sanctions
and the recent 12-day regional war, have highlighted the structural fragility of Iran’s
market regulation system and the need for more resilient governance arrangements.
Despite extensive government intervention, the absence of an explicit and coherent model
for regional market regulation remains a critical gap. This study addresses this deficiency
by proposing a conceptual and operational framework that links national policymaking
with regional and provincial capacities to improve both equity and efficiency in essential
goods markets. The research adopts a three-phase methodological design. In the first phase,
regional units were delineated using demographic, productive, and infrastructural indicators,
drawing on domestic planning documents and relevant international experiences. In the
second phase, key indicators related to supply capacity, demand conditions, storage, and
distribution infrastructure were identified and weighted through expert consensus, employing
the Delphi method and the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) based on inputs from nine
specialists. In the third phase, a Composite Index (CI) was constructed to evaluate and rank
alternative regionalization scenarios across four dimensions: productive and infrastructural
balance, population homogeneity, spatial distribution of strong provinces, and managerial
concentration. The results indicate that a five-region configuration provides the most effective
balance among efficiency, equity, and administrative feasibility, outperforming both more
centralized and more fragmented alternatives. This configuration enables clearer allocation
of responsibilities and strengthens coordination among governance levels. Accordingly,
the study advances a three-tier governance framework comprising national leadership and
policy direction, regional coordination and decision-making, and provincial-level execution.
By systematizing regional market regulation within a multi-level governance structure,
this study contributes to the literature on crisis management and regulatory governance.
Practically, the proposed model enhances the resilience of essential goods markets under both
normal and crisis conditions and offers a scalable foundation for future, commodity-specific
operationalization in Iran and other developing economies.
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1. Introduction

Market regulation is a core state function aimed at safeguarding the availability and
affordability of essential goods, particularly when markets fail due to price volatility,
information asymmetry, concentrated market power, or external shocks. In Iran, recurrent
episodes of supply disruption and price instability—exacerbated by economic sanctions,
exchange-rate volatility, climate stresses, and recent security developments—have revealed
the structural limitations of a highly centralized, center-driven governance arrangement.
Such systems have proven insufficient for absorbing multiple, overlapping crises. Under
these conditions, centralized command often overloads decision-making channels, delays
allocation processes, and intensifies inter-agency coordination problems, while significant
local and regional capacities remain under-utilized.

A crisis-resilient approach to market regulation requires recognizing that supply chains
are inherently spatial systems. Production sites, import entry points, storage facilities,
transport corridors, and consumption centers are geographically distributed and tend to
form regionally clustered networks. Managing supply and distribution exclusively from the
national center therefore creates a mismatch between the scale of decision-making and the
spatial organization of economic activity. The regional planning literature conceptualizes
the “region” as a functional unit defined by population size, infrastructural endowments,
economic capacity, and institutional capability, making it suitable for delegated decision-
making and coordinated implementation. Similarly, crisis management scholarship
emphasizes multi-level governance, inter-organizational coordination, redundancy, and
rapid decision cycles as prerequisites for effective response. In parallel, the regulatory
governance literature stresses the importance of minimizing both market failures and
government failures through accountable, transparent, and agile regulatory arrangements.

Despite growing policy attention to regional approaches in practice, existing studies in
Iran have largely remained either commodity-specific and operational or focused on
administrative coordination without an integrated, theory-driven governance architecture.
This study addresses this gap by proposing an integrated conceptual and operational
framework for regional market regulation under crisis conditions. The main objective is to
design a governance model that systematically links national policymaking with regional
coordination and provincial execution. Accordingly, the study seeks to (i) develop a
defensible regionalization of the country for market-regulation purposes, (ii) construct a set
of indicators that connect regional capacities to regulatory readiness, and (iii) propose an
institutional design capable of maintaining continuity in decision-making even when
centralized coordination is disrupted.

2. Materials and Methods

This study adopts a structured, multi-stage research design to develop and operationalize a
regional market regulation model under crisis conditions. The methodological framework
consists of three sequential steps: regionalization review, indicator construction and
weighting, and multi-criteria decision analysis.

In the first step, national planning documents, sectoral reports, and prior regionalization
experiences in Iran were systematically reviewed to identify recurring criteria used for
territorial division in governance and policy implementation. This documentary and
comparative analysis provided the conceptual basis for defining feasible regional units
suitable for market regulation purposes.

In the second step, a structured set of indicators was developed to capture provincial-
level capacity for market regulation. These indicators were organized into two main
domains. The first domain reflects production and supply capacity, measured through
value-added indicators in agriculture, industry, and mining, complemented by energy
supply proxies, given the critical role of stable energy inputs in sustaining production,
storage, and distribution during crises. The second domain represents distribution and
storage capacity, including transport connectivity, logistics assets, and storage
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infrastructure. Storage indicators encompass general warehouses, cold-storage facilities
essential for perishable goods, and silo capacity as a proxy for strategic bulk storage
systems. To refine and validate the indicator framework, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with nine experts with extensive experience in market regulation and supply-
chain governance. Their assessments were synthesized through content analysis to finalize
criteria and sub-criteria.

In the third step, the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) was employed to evaluate
alternative national regionalization scenarios for market regulation. Five competing
configurations (four-, five-, six-, seven-, and eight-region models) were assessed using four
evaluation criteria derived from expert consensus: regional capability (40%), population
homogeneity (30%), spatial dispersion of strong provinces (15%), and managerial focus
and feasibility (15%). Pairwise comparisons generated normalized scores and a composite
index for ranking alternatives. Finally, the selected regionalization scheme was
operationalized by assigning provinces to regions and designating a lead province
(Muoin 1) and an alternate lead province (Muoin 2) for each region, thereby enhancing
continuity, redundancy, and resilience in crisis governance.

3. Discussion

The AHP results indicate that the five-region alternative provides the most balanced
configuration in terms of regional capability, demographic coherence, spatial dispersion of
strong provinces, and managerial feasibility, achieving the highest composite score (0.67).
This finding suggests that neither excessive centralization nor excessive fragmentation
offers an optimal governance structure for market regulation under crisis conditions.
Conceptually, the result supports a governance logic of distributed capacity with
coordinated command, in which regions are sufficiently large to pool production, logistics,
and storage assets, yet sufficiently bounded to enable coherent coordination and faster
decision cycles.

Beyond the quantitative ranking, the operational design of the proposed model
introduces two critical governance safeguards. First, the designation of both a lead province
(Muoin 1) and an alternate lead province (Muoin 2) within each region embeds redundancy
into the system. Redundancy is a core principle in crisis management and passive defense,
as it allows governance functions to continue even when a specific node faces disruption.
Second, the formalization of center—region interfaces clarify decision rights, escalation
mechanisms, and data-sharing protocols, thereby reducing ad hoc bargaining and inter-
agency friction that commonly emerge during crisis response.

From a regulatory governance perspective, the proposed regional structure directly
addresses risks associated with government failure under highly centralized systems,
including bureaucratic delay, information bottlenecks, and coordination breakdowns. By
empowering regions with operational authority, the model enables near-real-time
monitoring of inventories, commodity flows, and price dynamics, and supports context-
sensitive interventions that reflect regional market conditions. At the same time, strategic
coherence at the national level is preserved by retaining rule-setting functions—such as
price ceilings, emergency import policies, and management of national reserves—within
central authorities, while delegating allocation and redistribution decisions to regional
units.

Importantly, the framework is intentionally designed as a general governance model
rather than a commodity-specific intervention. This allows future applied research to
operationalize the same architecture for particular goods, such as poultry, and to align
regional assignments with existing sectoral “Mu’in” practices, thereby enhancing practical
applicability without undermining the conceptual generality of the proposed model.
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4. Conclusion

This research developed a conceptual and operational model for regional market regulation
in Iran under crisis conditions. By integrating insights from crisis management, regional
planning, and regulatory governance, the study proposes a coherent multi-level architecture
that systematically links national policy formulation with regional coordination and
provincial execution. This integrated perspective responds directly to the structural
limitations of highly centralized market regulation systems when confronted with complex,
overlapping shocks.

Empirically, the application of multi-criteria decision analysis (AHP) demonstrates that
a five-region configuration constitutes the most suitable national regionalization scheme
for market regulation. This structure achieves a balanced trade-off between efficiency,
equity, and administrative feasibility. The proposed model delineates five operational
regions and assigns each region both a lead province and an alternate lead province, thereby
strengthening continuity, redundancy, and responsiveness. In doing so, the model enhances
preparedness through predefined roles and capacity-based regionalization, improves crisis
response by delegating operational authority to the regional level, and supports recovery
and distributive equity through coordinated redistribution and mobilization of storage and
logistics resources.

From a governance perspective, the model provides a structured pathway for
transitioning from a predominantly centralized planning paradigm toward a decentralized,
region-enabled system, while preserving national strategic oversight. Key strategic
functions—such as rule-setting, price regulation, emergency import policies, and
management of national reserves—remain at the national level, whereas operational
decisions related to allocation, redistribution, and inter-provincial coordination are
delegated to empowered regional units. Overall, the proposed model offers a defensible,
scalable, and crisis-resilient pathway for strengthening market stability and supply-chain
resilience, and provides a foundation for future commodity-specific operationalization.
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Tab. 3: Main and Sub-Categories of the Industrial Regulation Cycle in Iran
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Graph. 1: Proposed operational model for implementing regional market regulation in crisis
conditions (based on expert consensus)
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