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Attention to the issues of female-headed households has been one of the recurring themes in
Iran’s social policymaking. This trajectory began with constitutional provisions and continued
with the enactment of the Law on the Maintenance of Women and Children without
Guardians. The persistence of legislation, from the Second to the Seventh Development Plans,
highlights the significance of policymaking in this area. Nevertheless, despite repeated policy
and legislative interventions, the proportion of female-headed households has continued to
rise. According to Iran’s national census, women headed 8.4 percent of households in 1996, a
figure that had grown to 12.7 percent by 2016. This study employs qualitative content analysis
and the thematic analysis technique to examine the full spectrum of policies —ranging from
overarching frameworks to mid-level strategies and legislation. Six major themes were
identified: entitlement to social insurance; promotion and facilitation of marriage for female
heads of households; multilayered social protection; empowerment of female-headed
households; establishment of a one-stop service window; and engagement of intermediary
institutions. The analysis of these themes indicates that policy patterns have undergone certain
transformations including a shift from mere support to self-reliance, changes in rhetoric,
greater attention to public participation, integration of services, adjustments in the ratio of
services to target groups, and a discursive shift from training and job placement toward
empowerment. Meanwhile, instead of being cumulative, the policymaking trajectory has not
been characterized by the repetition of policies. Furthermore, the prevalence of idealistic
policymaking, unstable and insufficient budgets, lack of a central coordinating authority, and
the absence of a comprehensive empowerment model —combined with broader economic
instability— have posed significant challenges to the effectiveness of these policies.
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