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ABSTRACT
Received: 10 Jan 2026 This study aimed to explain how structural social capital influences the economic underdevelopment
Accepted: 18 May 2026 of Ilam Province and to identify the mechanisms through which this condition is reproduced within
First Available: 09 Jun 2026 the province’s institutional and social context. This research was conducted using a qualitative
Final Publication: 23 Sep 2026 approach based on the Grounded Theory methodology. The study population included local

stakeholders, experts, policymakers, economic actors, and members of social institutions in llam
Province who were selected through purposive and snowball sampling methods. Data were collected
through 33 in-depth semi-structured interviews and 7 focus group discussions. Data analysis was

Keywords performed simultaneously with data collection using open, axial, and selective coding procedures. To
Structural Social Capital, ensure the credibility of findings, triangulation, member checking, thick description, and constant
Economic Underdevelopment, comparison techniques were employed. The reliability of coding was assessed through inter-coder

agreement, yielding an agreement coefficient of 82%, which confirmed the trustworthiness of the
analytical process. The findings indicated that weak structural social capital—manifested in limited
Civic Participation, Local formal participation networks, institutional distrust, dominance of kinship relations, and weak
Governance, Social Networks bridging social capital—plays a central role in reproducing economic underdevelopment in Ilam
Province. The paradigmatic analysis revealed that contextual conditions such as a state-dependent
economy, administrative centralization, weak infrastructure, and closed ethnic structures, combined
with intervening factors including unstable development policies and weak local governance, have
led to strategies such as excessive dependence on the government, rent-seeking behaviors, human
capital migration, and declining social participation. These processes ultimately contribute to
structural lock-in, reduced investment, and the persistence of economic underdevelopment. The
findings demonstrate that the economic underdevelopment of llam Province is not merely the result
of limited economic resources, but is deeply rooted in weak institutional structures and insufficient
structural social capital. Strengthening civil institutions, enhancing social participation, improving
local governance, and expanding formal cooperation networks can provide the foundation for
breaking the cycle of reproduced underdevelopment in the province.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Economic underdevelopment is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped not only by
economic deficiencies but also by social, institutional, and cultural structures.
Contemporary development theories increasingly emphasize that sustainable development
cannot be achieved solely through physical investment and economic growth; rather, it
requires the existence of effective institutions, social trust, civic participation, and
organized networks of cooperation (1, 2). Within this framework, social capital has emerged
as one of the most influential concepts in development studies. Social capital generally
refers to networks of relationships, norms of reciprocity, institutional trust, and social
interactions that facilitate collective action and cooperation among individuals and groups
(3, 4). Scholars have argued that societies with stronger social capital are more capable of
reducing transaction costs, strengthening institutional performance, enhancing social
cohesion, and promoting economic growth. Consequently, social capital is increasingly
viewed as a critical prerequisite for regional and national development.

Among the different dimensions of social capital, structural social capital occupies
a central position in explaining development processes. Structural social capital refers to
formal and informal social networks, institutional arrangements, patterns of participation,
civic organizations, and the quality of organized social relations within a society (8). This
dimension of social capital provides the institutional and relational infrastructure necessary
for coordinated collective action and economic cooperation. Regions characterized by
effective social networks, high levels of institutional trust, and broad civic participation are
generally more capable of mobilizing resources, attracting investment, and maintaining
long-term economic stability. In contrast, weak structural social capital often leads to
institutional inefficiency, low social participation, weak governance, and limited economic
opportunities (9). Recent studies have shown that structural social capital significantly
influences regional inequalities, local governance, organizational resilience, and
sustainable development outcomes (10, 13).

At the same time, recent literature has challenged the assumption that all forms of
social capital necessarily produce positive developmental outcomes. Some researchers
have highlighted the “dark side” of social capital, arguing that closed networks, excessive
in-group cohesion, ethnic exclusivity, and Kkinship-based relations may reproduce
inequality, corruption, rent-seeking behavior, and institutional stagnation (14). In such
contexts, social relations may become barriers to inclusive development rather than



facilitators of collective progress. Ethnic and kinship networks, although capable of
generating solidarity within groups, can limit bridging social capital and reduce
interactions with external actors and institutions (15). Furthermore, unequal access to social
networks may intensify social exclusion and deepen structural inequalities (16).
Accordingly, the developmental consequences of social capital depend largely on the
nature, openness, and institutional embeddedness of social relations.

These issues become particularly important in peripheral and border regions
characterized by economic deprivation and institutional weakness. International
development reports indicate that regional disparities are strongly associated with weak
social cohesion, ineffective governance, and limited institutional trust (17, 18). In
multidimensional approaches to poverty and underdevelopment, structural inequality and
weak institutional capacity are considered key mechanisms through which
underdevelopment is reproduced over time (19). llam Province, located in western Iran,
represents one of the regions where such dynamics are highly visible. Despite possessing
significant natural resources, strategic geographical location, and agricultural potential, the
province continues to experience high unemployment, low economic participation, weak
industrialization, and persistent economic underdevelopment (20). Existing studies have
largely focused on economic indicators and infrastructural limitations, while the role of
structural social capital in reproducing underdevelopment has received limited scholarly
attention.

Moreover, the social structure of llam Province is strongly influenced by ethnic,
tribal, and kinship relations. Although these relations may provide social support and local
solidarity, they may simultaneously weaken institutional trust, reduce civic participation,
and restrict broader economic cooperation. Recent studies emphasize that bridging social
capital and institutional trust are essential for sustainable regional development and local
resilience (7, 21). However, in contexts where formal institutions are weak and social
relations remain confined to closed networks, development processes become fragmented
and exclusionary. Therefore, understanding the relationship between structural social
capital and economic underdevelopment in Ilam Province requires an in-depth qualitative
investigation capable of capturing the lived experiences, institutional conditions, and social
mechanisms underlying this phenomenon. In this regard, qualitative grounded theory
provides an appropriate methodological framework for exploring the complex interactions
between institutional structures, social relations, and economic underdevelopment.
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METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative approach using grounded theory methodology to
examine the relationship between structural social capital and economic underdevelopment
in llam Province. The interpretive-constructivist paradigm guided the research process,
allowing for an in-depth exploration of participants’ lived experiences and perceptions
regarding institutional structures, social relations, and economic conditions. The study
population consisted of local stakeholders, policymakers, economic actors, social activists,
academics, and members of civil society organizations in llam Province.

Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling methods. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 33 in-depth semi-
structured interviews and 7 focus group discussions were conducted. The interviews
explored participants’ perceptions of local governance, civic participation, institutional
trust, economic barriers, social networks, and the role of social relations in shaping
development outcomes. Focus group discussions were organized among individuals with
relatively similar social or occupational backgrounds to facilitate collective reflection and
interaction regarding shared experiences.

Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection through open,
axial, and selective coding procedures. Emerging concepts and categories were
continuously compared and refined throughout the analytical process. To enhance
trustworthiness and credibility, several validation strategies were employed, including
triangulation of data sources, member checking, prolonged engagement in the field, thick
description, and constant comparison techniques. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using
agreement between two coders. The overall inter-coder agreement coefficient reached
82%, indicating acceptable reliability of the coding process. Ethical considerations,
including informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation, were
carefully observed throughout the research process.

FINDINGS

The findings revealed that economic underdevelopment in Ilam Province is strongly
associated with weak structural social capital and ineffective institutional arrangements.
The grounded theory analysis identified “reproduction of economic underdevelopment” as
the core phenomenon around which other categories were organized. The data indicated
that several causal conditions contribute to this phenomenon, including weak bridging
social capital, institutional distrust, dominance of Kkinship relations, limited civic
participation, and weak formal participation networks.



Participants repeatedly emphasized that institutional inefficiency and administrative
centralization have reduced local capacity for development and weakened public trust in
governmental structures. Weak local governance, unequal distribution of resources,
unstable development policies, and excessive dependence on state-centered economic
mechanisms emerged as important intervening conditions that intensified
underdevelopment. In addition, contextual conditions such as weak infrastructure,
dependence on the public sector, ethnic and tribal social structures, and limited industrial
development created structural barriers to economic transformation.

The analysis also showed that many local actors adopted adaptive strategies in
response to these conditions. These strategies included dependence on governmental
resources, rent-seeking behavior, reduced entrepreneurial motivation, withdrawal from
collective participation, migration of skilled labor, and reliance on closed in-group
networks rather than formal institutional mechanisms. Participants described a widespread
perception that institutional channels were ineffective, leading individuals to prioritize
personal and kinship relations over formal organizational structures.

The consequences of these processes were reflected in the persistence of structural
economic stagnation, reduced investment, low social trust, weakened civic engagement,
and continuous outmigration of educated and skilled individuals. The findings further
indicated that weak structural social capital contributed to a form of institutional and
economic lock-in in which ineffective institutions, weak participation, and limited social
cooperation continuously reproduced conditions of underdevelopment. The paradigmatic
model developed in this study demonstrated that economic underdevelopment in llam
Province is not merely an economic issue but a socially and institutionally embedded
phenomenon sustained through complex interactions among governance structures, social
relations, and collective behavioral patterns.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that economic underdevelopment in Ilam
Province is deeply rooted in weak structural social capital and ineffective institutional
arrangements. The results suggest that underdevelopment cannot be adequately explained
solely through economic indicators or geographical disadvantages. Instead, it is reproduced
through a complex interaction between institutional inefficiency, weak civic participation,
limited bridging social capital, and closed social networks. The dominance of kinship-
based relations and weak institutional trust has reduced opportunities for inclusive
economic cooperation and weakened local developmental capacity.
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The study further revealed that the weakness of formal participation networks and
local governance structures has contributed to social disengagement, dependence on
governmental resources, and limited entrepreneurial activity. In such conditions, social
actors tend to adopt short-term and survival-oriented strategies rather than engaging in
productive and long-term economic initiatives. The migration of skilled labor and the
decline of civic engagement further intensify the cycle of underdevelopment and weaken
the social foundations necessary for sustainable development.

Another important finding concerns the dual nature of social capital. While social
capital is often associated with positive developmental outcomes, the findings of this study
indicate that certain forms of social capital may hinder development when social relations
remain confined to closed networks and informal structures. Excessive reliance on in-group
solidarity and kinship relations can weaken institutional accountability, reduce
meritocracy, and limit broader social cooperation. Consequently, structural social capital
contributes to development only when it is supported by institutional trust, open social
networks, effective governance, and inclusive participation mechanisms.

The study also highlights the importance of bridging social capital in promoting
regional development. The absence of strong intergroup connections and institutional
cooperation has limited innovation, investment, and collective problem-solving capacity in
Ilam Province. Sustainable economic development requires not only physical infrastructure
and financial resources but also strong institutional networks, public trust, and active civic
engagement. Therefore, strengthening structural social capital should be considered a
central strategy for overcoming regional underdevelopment.

Overall, the findings indicate that economic underdevelopment in Ilam Province is
a multidimensional and self-reproducing phenomenon shaped by institutional weakness,
limited social participation, and fragmented social relations. Addressing these challenges
requires strengthening local governance, expanding civic participation, improving
institutional transparency, and promoting inclusive social networks capable of connecting
different social groups and economic actors. Without rebuilding structural social capital
and enhancing institutional trust, sustainable regional development is unlikely to be
achieved.
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