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1. Introduction

During the past two decades, the fertility level in Iran has fallen below the
replacement level (2.1 children per woman in reproductive age). The decline in
fertility and the subsequent population aging in Iran’s future society will have
negative economic, social, and cultural consequences; therefore, proper policy-
making is required to prevent or manage it.

The present study examines the population issue and possible solutions from the
perspective of higher education — a vast domain in which universities and
academics play a central role. The present study seeks to answer the question of how
the observable and recurring obstacles to fertility in the higher education system—
particularly in the fields of housing, employment, and migration—are influenced by
higher-education laws and regulations and through what processes this influence
occurs.

2. Literature Review

Previous studies fall into two general categories: the first group includes studies that
have examined the micro- and macro-level causes of fertility decline in Iran, and the
second group consists of studies that have specifically analyzed the relationship
between laws and regulations and demographic transformations.

None of the primary and secondary research has addressed the role of government
restrictions and laws in reducing Iran's growth rate. Perhaps the closest research is
the report by the Research Center of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, which
examined the educational laws and health services of the higher education system
for family formation.

The aforementioned research focuses on the lack of facilities, benefits, and support
for married students or students with children in the context of educational
regulations, while the present research, beyond educational regulations and Ministry
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of Science approvals, addresses laws approved by the parliament and government
regulations.

3. Methodology

In this study, the process tracing method was used to show, within a causal
continuum, how higher-education laws and regulations lead to the creation of
obstacles to childbearing among students and graduates. Among the three types of
process tracing—case-centered, theory-centered, and theory-building—the case-
centered approach was adopted.

In the first stage, recurring barriers to fertility were identified. These included
student housing, employment of doctoral students and graduates, and migration of
graduates. In the second stage, causal identification was carried out through in-depth
and semi-structured interviews with higher-education managers and experts.

In the third stage, the study of laws and regulations related to specific organizational
behaviors was again conducted through interviews with managers and experts in
higher education as well as by direct reference to legal texts and official documents.
Through this process, the causal chain of how laws and regulations affect the
generation of barriers was identified.

4. Results

The analysis of interviews and legal documents revealed the existence of legal and
regulatory barriers within four major areas of Iran’s higher education system:
Construction of married-student dormitories:

Centralization in the approval and budgeting process for construction projects, along
with the lack of administrative flexibility, has caused the dormitory capacity to
remain far below actual demand. Consequently, many students are unable to
establish family life during their studies, which leads to delayed marriage and
childbearing.

Fulfillment of compulsory service for tuition-free education:

Certain articles and executive clauses facilitate the quick waiver of compulsory
service. This mechanism, though intended to create flexibility, has unintentionally
strengthened the tendency toward migration among graduates, especially those in
reproductive ages, thereby reducing opportunities for childbearing within the
country.

Employment of doctoral students during their studies:

A rigid interpretation of the “full-time” requirement in doctoral programs, along
with welfare regulations that limit access to support for those with social insurance,
has restricted students’ ability to work even part-time. This has created significant
financial strain and consequently delayed marriage and fertility decisions.
Employment of university graduates:
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The lack of alignment between higher education admission policies and real labor-
market demand has produced persistent unemployment among graduates. This
structural mismatch discourages family formation and contributes to the broader
decline in fertility.

5. Conclusion

The present study sought to identify which laws and regulations within the higher
education system act as barriers to marriage and childbearing, and through what
mechanisms they exert this influence. The findings demonstrate that the repetitive
and enduring nature of these barriers originates from legal and procedural structures
rather than from transient managerial choices.

Specifically, centralized approval systems in housing projects, facilitative clauses in
service-waiver regulations, strict interpretations of full-time doctoral study, and the
absence of labor-market-based enrollment planning all constitute legal mechanisms
that indirectly suppress family formation among students and graduates.

These results confirm the central hypothesis of the research: that the recurring
obstacles to marriage and fertility among students and graduates are legally
constructed and institutionally reproduced within Iran’s higher education system.
The innovation of this research lies in reconstructing the causal chain “law —
organizational behavior — social barrier,” thereby showing how legal provisions
and administrative interpretations systematically generate the same outcomes.
Unless these legal and procedural frameworks are reformed, any managerial or
policy effort to promote population rejuvenation through the higher education
system will remain ineffective.
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