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Abstract

This article identifies the challenges faced by NGOs active in the field of social
harms and presents policy strategies to attract their participation in the field of social
prevention of addiction using the thematic analysis method. Research data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 20 founders, experts, and
activists using theoretical and purposive sampling. Using Braun and Clark's thematic
analysis method, and by carefully examining the transcripts of the interviews and
coding, 75 initial codes were identified. By combining the initial codes, 14 sub-
themes were extracted and then integrated under 2 overarching themes and abstracted
with the help of parts of the participants' comments. Thus, the sub-themes of
incoordination of institutions in charge of the affairs of the associations, political
perception of the activities of the associations, threat perception of the activities of
the associations, conflict of interests of the associations with some groups and
institutions, accusations of the police and security against the associations,
prevention of their presence in the policy-making arena, prevention of the
networking of the associations, and strict supervision and control highlighted the
overarching theme of "Challenges of the Associations." And the sub-themes of
building a culture of trust in the performance of the associations, redrafting laws that
create a platform for government convergence with associations, redrafting laws on
non-interference by law enforcement and security in the affairs of associations,
redrafting regulations committed to supporting and avoiding accusations against
associations, redrafting laws to ensure the life and financial security of founders and
activists, and drafting laws on the participation of associations in social policy-
making highlighted the overarching theme of "Policy-Making Strategies to Attract
Participation."

Keywords: NGOs, Challenges in the Activities of Associations, Attracting Social
Participation, Social Prevention of Addiction, Policy-Making Guidelines
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Extended abstract
Objective

Civil society emerges as a fundamental pillar of modern societies and
develops where, alongside an active government, popular institutions have
the opportunity to operate. In Iran, NGOs lack sufficient power to influence
social policymaking in preventing social harms, and their role has largely
been limited to addressing problems the government has been unable to
manage effectively. Although recent development programs have referred
to cooperation between civil society organizations and governmental bodies,
no clear operational mechanism ensures NGO participation in national
social policymaking. Meanwhile, the increasing trend of addictive substance
abuse and the heavy burdens imposed on the health, treatment, and
prevention systems make policy revision imperative. Sustainable prevention
requires the active participation of civil society organizations. Given this
context, this article seeks to answer the following questions: What are the
main challenges faced by NGOs active in the field of social prevention of
addiction? And what policy strategies can the government adopt to attract
and enhance their participation?

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach using thematic analysis based
on the framework of Braun and Clarke. The research population consisted
of 29 institutions, charities, associations, foundations, and assemblies in
Isfahan province that were active in social harms but not specifically in
addiction prevention. Through theoretical and purposive sampling, 20
founders, experts, and activists were interviewed using semi-structured in-
depth interviews until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
analyzed using Braun and Clarke's six-step thematic analysis method. First,
interview transcripts were carefully reviewed. Second, 70 initial themes
were identified through coding. Third, these were organized into 14 sub-
themes. Fourth, through refinement and semantic aggregation, two
overarching themes—"Challenges of NGOs" and "Policy Strategies"—were
identified and supported by participants' statements. Fifth, these themes
were integrated around the central concept of "Challenges of NGOs and
Policy Strategies to Attract Their Participation in Social Prevention of
Addiction." Finally, the analysis was consolidated and interpreted. For
validation, the study employed researcher sensitivity, methodological
coherence, sampling adequacy, and development of theoretical thinking.
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Findings

Line-by-line analysis of interview transcripts resulted in the identification of
70 primary themes. These were categorized into 14 sub-themes and
ultimately integrated under two overarching themes: "Challenges of NGOs"
and "Policy Strategies."

Under "Challenges of NGOs," the following sub-themes were identified:
incoordination among institutions responsible for NGO affairs; political
interpretations of NGO activities and interference in their operations; threat
perceptions by governmental institutions; conflicts of interest between
NGOs and certain groups; accusations by police and security forces;
exclusion from social policymaking processes; restrictions on NGO
networking; and strict supervision and control mechanisms.

Under "Policy Strategies," the sub-themes included: building a culture of
trust toward NGO performance; revising laws to promote governmental
convergence with NGOs; establishing legal safeguards against interference
by law enforcement and security bodies; reforming regulations to prevent
unfounded accusations; ensuring physical and financial security for NGO
founders and activists; and institutionalizing NGO participation in social
policymaking.

Together, these themes formed the overarching framework of
"Challenges of NGOs and Policy Strategies to Attract Their Participation in
Social Prevention of Addiction." The findings indicate that NGOs in the
field of addiction prevention can no longer be regarded as auxiliary
instruments of government; rather, their participation has become an
essential requirement for effective and sustainable prevention policies.
Social harm associations are at an early stage in transitioning toward active
involvement in addiction prevention, and their success requires
comprehensive legal, structural, and social reforms.

Limitations

Since this study was conducted as a qualitative research project focused on
a single province (Isfahan), the findings are context-specific and may not be
directly generalizable to other regions of lIran or other societies.
Additionally, the research population was limited to institutions active in
social harms but not specifically in addiction prevention, which may not
fully represent the experiences of NGOs exclusively dedicated to addiction
prevention. The reliance on self-reported data from interviews may also be
subject to social desirability bias.

Suggestions

To further expand research in this domain, it is recommended that
comparative studies be conducted across different provinces of Iran to
identify regional variations in the challenges faced by NGOs and the
effectiveness of policy strategies. Quantitative research using large-scale
surveys would help validate and generalize the findings. Additionally,
longitudinal studies examining the implementation of policy strategies over
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time and their impact on NGO participation are suggested. Finally, action
research involving collaboration between policymakers and NGO
practitioners could test the practical effectiveness of the proposed strategies
in real-world settings.

Implications

Given that sustainable prevention of addiction requires the active
participation of civil society organizations, this study provides a valuable
blueprint for policymakers, social managers, and relevant stakeholders. The
government must actively cultivate and strengthen the capacities of NGOs
through comprehensive legal, structural, and social reforms. The policy
strategies proposed in this study—including building a culture of trust,
revising laws, ensuring security for activists, and institutionalizing NGO
participation—offer a roadmap for enhancing NGO engagement and
fostering collaborative governance in preventing addictive substance use. A
precise understanding of the challenges faced by NGOs and the adoption of
appropriate policy strategies can fulfill the broader objectives of social harm
prevention during the implementation phase of national development
programs.
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1. Brown and Clark.
2. Credibility

3. Dependability

4. Confirmability

5. Transitivity
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