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Abstract

Over the past three decades, the policy lab has emerged as a novel approach in public policy, signaling
paradigm-like shift in the ontological, epistemological, and methodological foundations of
policymaking. The core question of this article is to explicate the epistemic and methodological logic
of policy labs and to examine their theoretical contribution to the transition from linear policymaking
toward adaptive and learning-oriented governance under conditions of social complexity.
Ontologically, policy labs draw on critical realism and a layered understanding of social reality in
which hidden, multi-level causal mechanisms shape actors’ behavior and policy outcomes.
Epistemologically, they rely on Retroduction and innovation, treating data as indicators of underlying
generative mechanisms rather than endpoints of knowledge. Methodologically, policy labs integrate
system dynamics modelling, agent-based simulation, network analysis, and causal evaluation to test
and refine policy options prior to wider implementation. The analytical findings suggest that policy
labs can overcome the limitations of the three dominant traditions—positivism, interpretivism, and
pragmatism—and enable the establishment of adaptive and learning governance. The article
concludes that institutionalizing such a paradigm requires a robust theoretical foundation, data-driven
infrastructures, and trust-building institutional arrangements—an imperative that becomes even more
critical for countries like Iran with high levels of social complexity.
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