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Abstract

Drug addiction in contemporary Iran is one of the most critical social harms. Over
the past four decades, the governing system has undertaken numerous measures in
the form of legislation, institutional structuring, and budget allocation to control
and reduce it. However, the challenges in this field have become increasingly com-
plex and intensified. This study aims to examine and identify the challenges and
barriers to the success of Article 16 centers, established under the 2010 Anti-Nar-
cotics Law, in providing compulsory treatment for publicly visible drug users. Em-
ploying a qualitative research methodology, the study utilizes thematic analysis and
data collection tools including 15 semi-structured interviews and three focus group
discussions. In the initial coding stage, 89 primary codes were extracted, which
were later grouped into 15 themes. Ultimately, the core category identified was “in-
stability and incompleteness of the treatment cycle,” which reflects the underlying
dichotomy of “collection and release” in the treatment process of publicly visible
drug users. The study concludes that addiction treatment policy in Iran is imbal-
anced and overly focused on compulsory treatment. This is despite the fact that
the processes of collection, screening, treatment, rehabilitation, and aftercare are
fraught with various procedural, institutional-structural, and strategic challenges.
These findings highlight the unstable and incomplete nature of the treatment cycle
in compulsory treatment centers.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Drug addiction represents one of the most critical and complex social harms confronting
contemporary Iranian society. Over the past four decades, the governance system has insti-
tuted extensive measures encompassing legislation, including repeated amendments to the
Anti-Narcotics Law; institutional structuring through the establishment of the Drug Control
Headquarters, the Anti-Narcotics Police, and the State Welfare Organization; and annual
financial allocations of approximately 70 trillion rials. Despite these measures, addiction
remains uncontrolled. Evidence indicates that the affected population has reached approxi-
mately three million individuals, the age of onset has declined to 16 years, the feminization
of addiction has increased, consumption patterns have shifted toward stimulant drugs, and
drug-related offenses account for nearly 507% of the prison population.

The urban visibility of overt drug users, locally termed “Motahaher,” has also increased
substantially, rising from approximately 20,000 to more than 150,000 individuals during
the past decade. In response, the 2010 amendment to the Anti-Narcotics Law established
two policy mechanisms through Articles 15 and 16. Article 15 provides a voluntary path-
way through which individuals with addiction can seek treatment independently. Article
16, by contrast, mandates the compulsory referral of overt drug users to designated centers
for detention, treatment, and harm reduction. More than thirteen years have passed since
the amendment of the law and approximately seven years since Article 16 centers began
operating in their current form. Nevertheless, their effectiveness remains contested. Ex-
perts identify fundamental challenges, including inadequate treatment programs, incom-
plete multidisciplinary teams, the absence of codified collection and arrest protocols, and an
effectiveness rate of less than 5%. Despite these problems, comprehensive and up-to-date
research systematically examining the challenges of compulsory treatment remains limited.
This study therefore examines the procedural, institutional-structural, and strategic chal-
lenges confronting Article 16 centers under the Anti-Narcotics Law.

2. Methodology

This applied and policy-oriented study employed a qualitative approach and thematic anal-
ysis. The research population consisted of policymakers, executive actors, specialists, and
university professors working in the field of compulsory addiction treatment in Iran. Pur-
posive and theoretical sampling resulted in 15 semi-structured interviews and three focus
group discussion sessions, conducted to achieve conceptual and theoretical saturation.

The participants represented diverse disciplinary fields, including psychiatry, psychology,
social work, jurisprudence and law, and sociology, as well as different levels of executive
and scientific expertise. Gender diversity was also considered, with 12 male and 3 female
participants. Data analysis proceeded through open, axial, and selective coding. In the first
stage, 89 primary codes were extracted; these were subsequently organized into 15 themes.
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Finally, “instability and incompleteness of the treatment cycle” emerged as the core cate-
gory. Trustworthiness was established through prolonged engagement with the field, tri-
angulation of data sources and perspectives, member checking, and independent coding by
two members of the research team, followed by agreement on the final codes and themes.

3.Findings

The findings demonstrate that the compulsory treatment process for overt drug users in Iran
is affected by interconnected challenges at three levels: procedural, institutional-structural,
and strategic. Their interaction and mutual reinforcement produce instability and incom-
pleteness throughout the addiction treatment cycle.

Procedural Challenges: Five themes were identified at the procedural level. First, the col-
lection cycle is dysfunctional because arrests are conducted suddenly, collectively, and often
in response to particular occasions, without considering the capacity of treatment centers or the
actual needs of individuals. Second, screening is disrupted because it is conducted intensive-
ly within only a few hours, resulting in misdiagnosis, the harmful mixing of clients, and the
intensification of individual problems. Third, detention and treatment processes suffer from
shortages of specialized personnel, including physicians, psychologists, and social workers,
inadequate welfare facilities, and the reduction of treatment to methadone maintenance ther-
apy. Fourth, judicial oversight is inadequate because of the high volume of cases, insufficient
numbers of judges, the unofficial delegation of authority to center managers, and limited su-
pervision of treatment quality. Fifth, clients’ specific characteristics are neglected through
uniform prescriptions that fail to consider substance type, age, family circumstances, occupa-
tional status, or treatment history.

Institutional-Structural Challenges: Five further themes emerged at the institutional-struc—
tural level. First, engagement with overt drug users is episodic and unstable; arrests inten-
sify during political or social occasions and often serve to cleanse urban spaces rather than
promote treatment and rehabilitation. Second, financial resources are insufficient and un-
evenly distributed. The lack of proportionality between projected per-capita allocations,
therapeutic objectives, and actual costs prevents the provision of standard services. Third,
regulations and guidelines are weak because relevant legal documents lack coherence, are
not regularly updated, and are often inaccessible to practitioners. Fourth, the absence of an
integrated system for data production, monitoring, and evaluation prevents comprehensive
information registration and reliable assessment of effectiveness. Fifth, post-discharge
care is systematically weak. Clients are released outside the centers without sustainable
support, supervision, or reintegration programs, thereby reproducing the recurring cycle of
collection and release.

Strategic Challenges: At the strategic level, five themes were identified. First, the con-
cept of “overt addiction” and the procedure for verifying it remain ambiguous. The absence
of clear and scientific indicators for identifying “Motahaher” has produced an estimated
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25%error rate in arrests. Second, treatment and empowerment have been reduced to primary
medical services, reflecting the dominance of a biomedical approach and the neglect of psy-
chological, social, and spiritual dimensions of health. Third, the target community remains
unrecognized and voiceless because individuals affected by addiction do not participate
in decision-making, policy design, or service planning. Fourth, stigmatization and dou-
ble social exclusion result from labeling individuals as “Motahaher,” thereby encouraging
the internalization of a deviant identity, secondary deviance, and diminished self-esteem.
Fifth, conflicts of interest and the political economy of addiction treatment have created a
profit-oriented chain around the detention of individuals with addiction. This process gen-
erates path dependency and reproduces the existing system.

4. Conclusion

The findings indicate that Iran’s compulsory treatment policy for overt drug users is im-
balanced and excessively focused on coercive intervention. The neglect of prevention,
voluntary treatment, and harm reduction has weakened all stages of the process, including
collection, screening, treatment, rehabilitation, and post-discharge care. The core cate—
gory, “instability and incompleteness of the treatment cycle,” confirms the existence of a
collection-release dichotomy in the treatment of overt drug users.

None of the stages is implemented consistently on the basis of scientific, predetermined
indicators and criteria. Consequently, the continuation of treatment and recovery after
discharge remains unlikely, while substantial financial expenditures fail to produce the
expected outcomes. This study does not reject compulsory treatment entirely. Rather,
it argues that such treatment should be applied only in limited and exceptional circum-
stances, after the necessary conditions for scientific and effective implementation have
been established. Policymakers should first strengthen prevention, which has been largely
neglected; second, expand voluntary treatment centers and actively encourage individu-
als affected by addiction to seek treatment; third, institutionalize harm reduction as a cen-
tral and stable approach; and finally, reform the requirements for compulsory treatment.
These reforms should include a precise definition of overt addiction, clear indicators and
guidelines for arrest, standardized screening protocols, scientific detention and treatment
guidelines, intelligent monitoring and control systems, and comprehensive post-discharge
care based on case management. Only after these conditions have been established should
Article 16 centers be Iran beyond the a transition would move Iran beyond the current col-
lection-release dichotomy toward a sustainable, humane, and evidence-based addiction
treatment system.

Keywords: Social problem, Compulsory treatment, Addiction, Social service provision, An-
ti-Narcotics Act, Overt drug dependence.
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