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Abstract

This study aims to systematically identify and classify the structural barriers to
population policies in Iran and to propose evidence-based corrective
mechanisms for addressing these obstacles. Employing a qualitative systematic
review with thematic synthesis, the research involved a comprehensive search
of Persian-language academic databases—including Noormags, Magiran, SID,
Civilica, and Ensani—using keywords related to fertility and population
policies. From an initial pool of 40 articles published between 2011 and 2025,
25 were selected for final analysis following screening and quality appraisal
using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). Data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding within a qualitative content analysis
framework. The findings reveal that structural barriers are organized across four
principal dimensions: weaknesses in the policy formulation system, deficiencies
in monitoring and implementation mechanisms, substantive and content-related
inadequacies, and a pronounced support gap. At the micro level, economic and
occupational factors—including job insecurity, financial strain, and housing
affordability—alongside socio-cultural determinants such as lifestyle
transformations, rising individualism, and the erosion of maternal roles,
emerged as the most salient impediments to fertility intentions. Corrective
strategies are proposed across three interconnected domains: restructuring the
labor market and economic frameworks, redesigning support and welfare
services, and fundamentally reforming the legislative and policy architecture.
The study concludes that the effectiveness of population policies in Iran hinges
upon a paradigmatic shift from merely quantitative policy design toward a
structurally grounded, family-centered governance approach, requiring
simultaneous institutional, legal, and socio-economic recalibration.

Keywords: Population Policies, Childbearing, Structural Barriers, Youth
Population Law, Governance.
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Extended abstract
Purpose

The present study aims to systematically identify and elucidate the structural
barriers to the implementation of population policies in Iran, and to
formulate corresponding corrective mechanisms. Given the persistent
decline in fertility rates in Iran and the growing warnings regarding
population aging in the coming decades, the revision of population policies
has become a national imperative. While the majority of prior studies have
concentrated on individual, economic, and cultural factors influencing
fertility intentions, this research seeks to address the existing scholarly gap
in the structural and institutional analysis of population policies. The central
research questions are: What are the structural barriers to the implementation
of population policies in Iran, and what corrective strategies can be proposed
to overcome them?

Design/Methodology/Approach

This qualitative study employs a systematic review approach with thematic
synthesis, utilizing the three-stage framework proposed by Moher et al.
(2016)—comprising literature search, database evaluation, and findings
synthesis. A systematic search was conducted across Persian-language
academic databases, including Noormags, Magiran, SID, Civilica, and the
Comprehensive Humanities Portal, using a combination of keywords such
as "childbearing,” "fertility,” "fertility intentions,” "population policies,"”
"barriers to childbearing," "structural factors," and "family and population.”
The search timeframe encompassed publications from 2011 to 2025. From
an initial pool of 40 identified articles, after the removal of duplicates,
screening based on titles and abstracts, and methodological quality
assessment using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT), 25 articles
were selected for final analysis. Exclusion criteria comprised thematic
irrelevance to structural barriers, lack of institutional or policy analysis, and
methodological quality falling below the acceptable threshold (score below
50%). Data were analyzed through qualitative content analysis employing
open, axial, and selective coding. Basic themes were categorized into
organizing themes and subsequently classified into three owverarching
themes: "Factors Influencing the Decline in Fertility Intentions,” "Structural
Barriers and Challenges in Policy Implementation,” and "Proposed
Strategies and Requirements." To ensure the validity of the findings,
strategies including source triangulation, full transparency in coding
procedures, iterative review by research colleagues, and final validation by
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two independent experts in the field of demography were employed.

Findings

The findings indicate that fertility decline in Iran is a multi-causal
phenomenon rooted in the complex interaction of economic, cultural, and
structural factors. At the micro-level, economic-occupational factors—
including job insecurity (8 articles), financial strain and high child-rearing
costs (6 articles), and housing problems (3 articles)—alongside socio-
cultural factors—such as value and lifestyle transformations (9 articles),
changing attitudes toward motherhood and gender roles (5 articles),
concerns regarding children's future and educational challenges (7 articles),
and the absence of support networks (5 articles)—were identified as the
most significant barriers to fertility intentions. However, structural analysis
revealed that these factors are embedded in broader macro-level barriers,
classifiable into four principal dimensions: first, weaknesses in the policy
formulation system (4 articles), including lack of effectiveness and
efficiency of laws, failure to anticipate financial resource allocation, legal
gaps in indirect population policies, ineffectiveness of top-down policies,
mismatch between incentives and the actual needs of the target population,
and ambiguity in the institutional division of labor; second, deficiencies in
monitoring and implementation systems (4 articles), including the absence
of an effective oversight system, lack of enforcement guarantees, weak
managerial structures, and lack of coordination among implementing
bodies; third, substantive and content inadequacies (4 articles), including
neglect of both objective and subjective causes of population decline,
structural misalignment between the labor market and family needs,
exclusive focus on quantitative aspects of incentives while neglecting
qualitative dimensions of population, and the lack of proportionality
between legislative solutions and existing problems and capacities; and
fourth, the support gap (5 articles), including shortage of support services
and government incentives, structural insurance deficiencies, child-care
challenges for student and employed mothers, absence of adequate
breastfeeding and maternity facilities in the workplace, and the mismatch
between working hours and daycare/school schedules. Regarding corrective
strategies, three principal domains were extracted from the articles:
restructuring the economic and labor market framework (including work-
hour flexibility, teleworking, redefining performance evaluation based on
output rather than physical presence, and ensuring job security) (7 articles);
redesigning support and welfare services (including development of child-
care systems, housing facilities, improvement of insurance coverage,
establishing work-life balance, and joint parenting skills training) (9
articles); and fundamental legislative and policy reform (including
consolidation of fragmented laws, establishing continuous monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms, clarifying institutional roles and responsibilities,
ensuring enforcement guarantees, and tailoring policies to the needs of
diverse regions and social strata) (8 articles). These strategies are consistent
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with the experiences of countries with successful population policies, such
as Norway and France.

Research Limitations/Implications

The present study faced several limitations. First, given the qualitative
nature of the research and its reliance on previous articles, quantitative
measurement of the relative impact of each structural barrier was not
feasible. Second, the methodological diversity of the included articles (some
guantitative, some qualitative, and some documentary) posed challenges for
the application of uniform quality assessment criteria, although the use of
the MMAT tool partially mitigated this issue. Third, the majority of the
reviewed articles collected data at a single point in time, precluding the
analysis of temporal trends in structural barriers. Fourth, most articles
focused on the perspectives of individuals and families, with relatively few
studies examining the viewpoints of policymakers and implementers, which
may present an incomplete picture of certain institutional dimensions.
Despite these limitations, the findings possess sufficient robustness and
validity; nonetheless, future research is advised to employ mixed methods,
integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches, and to incorporate
interviews with policymakers and implementers to complement and deepen
the findings.

Practical Implications

The results of this research have direct practical implications for policy-
making and implementation. First, legislators are advised to consolidate
fragmented laws in the population domain—including the Facilitation of
Marriage Act, the Civil Service Management Act, and the Youth Population
Act—into a coherent and comprehensive framework with effective
enforcement guarantees. Second, executive bodies (particularly the Ministry
of Labor and the Ministry of Education) should prioritize labor market
flexibility through the development of teleworking, flexible working hours,
and the alignment of working hours with daycare and school schedules.
Third, the Ministry of Cooperatives, Labor, and Social Welfare should
prioritize the development of child-care systems (including affordable and
accessible daycare centers in workplaces and neighborhoods). Fourth,
cultural institutions and media should contribute to reducing the conflict
between maternal and occupational roles by redefining the ideal model of
the "working mother," promoting joint parenting between spouses, and
establishing and revitalizing support networks for couples. Fifth, the
establishment of a monitoring and continuous evaluation mechanism for
population policies, overseen by a supra-governmental body, is essential.
Social Implications

From a practical standpoint, the findings of this research, through the
identification of four primary structural barriers and the provision of specific
strategies across three domains, can serve as a guiding document for
policymakers, legislators, and implementers in relevant ministries, the Plan
and Budget Organization, and the Islamic Consultative Assembly,
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contributing to the revision and amendment of the Family and Youth
Population Protection Act. Attention to the extracted strategies can enhance
the quality of family life through the development of child-care services,
flexible working hours, housing facilities, and insurance coverage, and can
mitigate the conflict between occupational and familial roles—particularly
for women—which itself constitutes a key factor in increasing fertility
intentions. Furthermore, the reform of the policy-making system and the
establishment of transparent and efficient oversight mechanisms can
strengthen public trust in population policies and facilitate social
participation in population programs. At a broader level, the implementation
of the proposed strategies can contribute to preventing population aging and
its attendant security, economic, and social consequences, thereby
reinforcing national security in demographic dimensions. Moreover, given
the emphasis of the strategies on the participation of non-governmental
networks, the private sector, and the extended family in the process of
supporting childbearing, their implementation can facilitate a transition from
top-down and centralized approaches toward participatory and network-
based governance.

Originality/Value

The originality and novelty of this research lie in its systematic and
integrated approach to analyzing the structural barriers to population
policies in Iran. While previous studies have predominantly focused on
individual, economic, and cultural factors affecting fertility, or have only
fragmentarily addressed certain aspects of policy ineffectiveness, this study,
for the first time, employs systematic review and thematic synthesis to
present structural barriers within a coherent and comprehensive analytical
framework, simultaneously examining the four dimensions of policy
formulation, monitoring and implementation, content, and support. The
value of this study resides in its provision of a conceptual map of structural
barriers, thereby laying the groundwork for evidence-based and integrated
policy reforms, and demonstrating that the mere enactment of incentive-
based laws, without due attention to institutional and implementation
infrastructures, cannot produce meaningful changes in fertility behaviors.
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