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This study provides an economic analysis of the roots of political protests in Iran over the
past decade from a political economy perspective. The main hypothesis of the study is that
the decline in political economy indicators, such as inflation, unemployment, and the
decline in GDP, has led to increased political dissatisfaction and tensions in the country. In
this study, by examining various protests since the second half of the 1990s, it was found
that the decline in economic capacity and the increase in social and economic inequalities,
along with inefficient economic policies, have played an important role in the formation
and spread of protests. Data analysis showed that key economic indicators such as high
inflation, reduced investment, and the depreciation of the national currency have had a
direct impact on the increase in public dissatisfaction and the emergence of social protests.
An examination of the protests of 2017, 2019, and 2022 also shows that the main root of
these unrest can be found in economic problems, which, along with political and social
factors, have ignited the protests. The results of this study show that economic factors,
especially inequality and the decline in the economic power of the people, have directly
led to the increase in political protests in Iran. According to the research findings, focusing
on structural economic reforms and paying attention to a more equitable distribution of
resources can reduce the intensification of social and political protests and help establish
stability.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, Iran has witnessed recurring political and economic protests, posing
significant challenges to its political system. The roots of many of these protests lie in the
country’s deep-seated economic and social crises, which often escalate into political issues.
For more than a decade, Iran has faced Western economic sanctions, alongside major
domestic challenges such as inflation, pension fund insolvency, budget deficits, energy
imbalances in gas and electricity, and bureaucratic inefficiencies. These problems have
substantially reduced the government's effectiveness and its ability to provide public
services. In this context, recurring crises and political protests have become a frequent and
routine phenomenon. During the 2010s, Iran experienced several major protests triggered
by events such as fuel price hikes, the collapse of financial institutions, pension system
crises, and, most notably, the widespread protests of 2022. A significant portion of the
public dissatisfaction observed over the past decade appears to have economic roots,
primarily stemming from poor governance, which has placed immense pressure on
households. Moreover, worsening economic conditions have exacerbated the social and
economic restrictions faced by women.

This study seeks to answer the following questions: Why has Iran’s social situation
become increasingly unstable in recent years, making the society more prone to political
and economic protests? What are the most significant institutional factors behind the
emergence of political protests in Iran over the past decade? The central hypothesis of this
research posits that poor governance and deteriorating political economy indicators over the
past decade have contributed significantly to the escalation of political unrest in the country.

2. Theoretical framework

Since the early 1980s, the approach of New Institutional Economics has gained attention in
the fields of political science and sociology. This perspective emphasizes the crucial role of
institutions in determining the quality of governance systems. Key components of good
governance include the central government—comprising the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches—as well as local governments, the private sector, and civil society. Good
governance refers to the processes and institutions through which authority is exercised in
resource allocation and policy implementation. It highlights principles such as
accountability, the regulation and replacement of rulers, institutional efficiency, resource
management, respect for institutional structures, and engagement with civil society.

The most important indicators used to assess governance quality within the political
economy are the Government Effectiveness Index and the Quality of Governance Index.
Countries with high rankings in these indicators are considered to have strong institutional
performance. Thus, good governance is inherently linked to the presence and functionality
of effective institutions. By analyzing economic indicators within the framework of Iran’s
institutional performance, a solid foundation can be developed to better understand the
underlying dynamics of political protests in the country.

3. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative approach and utilizes a descriptive-analytical method to
explore the subject matter.

4. Results & discussion

Political protests in Iran appear to reflect widespread public dissatisfaction with the
country’s economic and social conditions. These include high unemployment, persistent
inflation, social inequality, and the government’s failure to manage the economy
effectively. Among these, the performance of the government stands out as the most
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significant source of discontent. Analyzing these elements enables a deeper understanding
of the major causes and consequences of recent protests in Iranian society. During the
2010s, Iran’s average economic growth rate was zero percent, indicating a decade of
stagnation. This suggests either a lack of investment or negative investment levels. In this
context, capital accumulation recorded a negative growth rate of -5%, making it a key focus
of this study. Furthermore, the average inflation rate during this period was 26%,
significantly higher than the 50-year historical average of about 20%. In the last four years
of the decade, inflation exceeded 40%, marking an unprecedented period of sustained
inflation in Iran’s modern economic history.

Over the decade, Iran endured seven years of extremely high inflation, a phenomenon
not observed in the past century. This prolonged inflation constitutes the second major
economic factor behind the recent unrest. The third factor is the worsening of income
inequality. The Gini coefficient rose from 0.365 to over 0.41, indicating growing disparity
and social vulnerability. Another contributing factor is the lack of meaningful economic
reform. Reforms have been neither promising nor effective, and the government’s
economic promises have largely gone unfulfilled. This reflects a sharp decline in
governance quality and administrative effectiveness. The combined effect of economic
stagnation, persistent inflation, widening inequality, and unproductive reforms has fueled
deep public dissatisfaction and acted as a catalyst for the political unrest witnessed over the
past decade.

5. Conclusions & suggestions

This study analyzed various protests that occurred in the latter half of the 2010s (1390s in
the Iranian calendar) and identified declining economic capacity, increasing social and
economic inequalities, and ineffective economic policies as key drivers behind the
emergence and escalation of protests.

Data analysis showed that critical economic indicators—including high inflation,
declining investment, and currency depreciation—have directly contributed to rising public
dissatisfaction and triggered social unrest. An examination of the protests in 2017, 2019,
and 2022 reveals that their primary root lies in economic hardship, which, in conjunction
with political and social factors, has fueled widespread discontent. Fundamentally, the
declining quality and efficiency of governance and poor public administration are the
underlying forces driving these protests.

Statistical analyses reveal concerning trends in governance performance:

- In 2016, Iran ranked 103rd out of 193 countries in government efficiency. By 2020, this
ranking had dropped to 163rd out of 192 countries.

- In terms of governance quality, Iran ranked 173rd in 2017, and by 2020, had fallen further
to 180th out of 192 countries, ranking below countries like Iraq, Zimbabwe, and the
Demaocratic Republic of Congo.

This analysis underscores the unpredictability of Iranian politics and warns that neglecting
public grievances may undermine political stability and lead to even more severe crises.
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed to improve governance
in Iran:

- Downsize the government and implement comprehensive structural economic reforms.

- Reform foreign relations and foster cooperative relationships with the international
community.

- Combat rent-seeking and eliminate systemic corruption to ensure fair resource distribution.
- Engage development-oriented political elites to enhance governance quality and efficiency.
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