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The “Family and Youth Population Support Law,” as one of the macro-population policies of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, was enacted in 2021 aimed for supporting and motivating
childbearing. Yet, the practical realization of these supports in the daily lives of target
groups, especially student mothers, requires evaluation based on empirical evidence. This
study, employing a qualitative approach and an interpretive phenomenological method,
addresses the implementation of Article 26 of this law from the perspective of the lived
experience of student mothers in the academic environment and utilizes their experiences as
policy evidence. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 22
student mothers across diverse universities and educational levels. The findings demonstrate
that six main categories articulate the lived experience of student mothers: suspension of
academic life in the absence of effective institutional support; financial uncertainty in the
absence of sustainable policy support; care-related anxiety due to the absence of supportive
academic infrastructure; heterogeneity of informal support networks with institutional
requirements; experiences of stigmatization and symbolic exclusion in the academic
environment; and the exhausting encounter with ambiguous, non-binding bureaucracy. The
results underline that the transition from formal legislation to institutional, dignity-based, and
justice-oriented implementation is an essential condition for the effectiveness of population
policies in supporting student mothers and preventing the waste of human capital in the
higher education system.
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Introduction

The present article, underlying the evaluation of the implementation of the “Family and Youth
Population Support Law” within the context of higher education, investigate the extent to which
the supports envisaged for student mothers have been realized. This law, enacted in 2021
aiming for fostering family, improving the fertility rate, and removing structural barriers to
childbearing, has established a set of educational, financial, and welfare supports for various
social groups, including students. However, the central research querry is to what extent these
supports have been realized in practice, particularly in the daily lives of student mothers, and
what gap exists between the text of the law and its implementation. Student mothers are situated
at the intersection of two institutional systems —family and university— two institutions that
regenerate different and sometimes conflicting logics. On the one hand, the university operates
on the basis of academic competition, continuous attendance, performance evaluation, and
linear educational progress; on the other hand, motherhood requires time expenditure, constant
care, and emotional and physical responsibilities. The Youth Population Law, particularly in
Article 26, has sought to diminish some of this role conflict by providing facilities such as
maternity leave without counting toward the maximum study duration, online education,
temporary transfer to other universities, and educational adjustments. Nevertheless, the main
issue is the quality of implementation and the reliability of these rights within the real structure
of universities.

Methodology

Employing a qualitative approach, a secondary analysis of data obtained from 22 in-depth semi-
structured interviews with student mothers was implemented in this investigation. These data,
previously obtained as part of a phenomenological study, were reanalyzed in this article within
the framework of public policy evaluation and an evidence-based approach. The lived
experience of participants was analyzed not merely as an interpretive subject, but as “policy
evidence” to assess the law’s outcomes, accessibility, equity in implementation, and
executability.

Findings
At the macro level, analysis of upstream documents shows that the normative orientation of
Iran’s governance system toward supporting the family and the role of motherhood is explicit
and positive. Documents including the General Policies of Population, the General Policies of
the Family, and the Charter of Women’s Rights and Responsibilities emphasize women’s
human dignity, nourishing the maternal role, and the need to facilitate the simultaneous
fulfillment of social roles. Nonetheless, the specific situation of student mothers and the
implementation requirements within higher education are rarely addressed by these
documents—a gap that has provided the ground for heterogeneous interpretations at the higher
education level. At the institutional level, an examination of educational regulations before and
after the enactment of the law indicates that prior to 2021, certain supports such as maternity
leave or extended study duration existed, but these supports were scattered, dependent on the
interpretation of educational councils, and lacked a binding national framework. Enacting the
Youth Population Law was an attempt to standardize and consolidate these rights, but the
research findings suggest that the transition from “legal right” to “real experience of support”
still faces structural barriers.

The analysis of qualitative data revealed six main categories, each reflecting a form of
policy inefficiency or incomplete realization:

First, “suspension of academic life in the absence of effective institutional support”: Many
student mothers have experienced that although the use of leave or educational facilities enables
the continuation of studies, it leads to a slowing of the academic path, feelings of lagging



Evaluation of the “Family and Youth Population Support... 151

behind, and a dual identity conflict between motherhood and scholarly identity. In practice, the
law has generated a kind of suspension and structural interruption rather than facilitating role
integration.

Second, “financial insecurity in the absence of sustainable policy support”: The financial
supports envisaged are either minimal or their access is accompanied by administrative
complications and tough conditions. Additional economic stress on mothers and erode the
efficacy of educational supports are imposed by childcare costs, reduced job opportunities, and
unwanted dependence on the family.

Third, “care-related anxiety due to the absence of supportive academic infrastructure”: The
lack of university-based daycare centers, mother—child spaces, or flexible educational programs
has forced mothers into an exhausting persistent negotiation between class attendance and child
care. The law did not foresee a comprehensible, operational mandate for creating such
infrastructures, leaving implementation to the institutional capacity of universities.

Fourth, “heterogeneity of informal support networks”: In the absence of formal support,
some mothers have benefited from the empathy of professors or other students, but this support
has been personal, accidental, and unstable. Support based on informal relationships cannot
substitute for public policy and is itself a sign of the imperfection of the formal institution in
fulfilling its supportive duty.

Fifth, “experiences of stigmatization and symbolic exclusion in the academic
environment”: Some participants spoke of fear of judgment, exclusion from research
opportunities, or being overlooked in scientific activities. In the absence of cultural intervention
and organizational training, the law has been unable to moderate discriminatory attitudes.

Sixth, “the exhausting encounter with ambiguous, non-binding bureaucracy”: Vagueness in
regulations, failure of considering the law’s provisions among educational staff, arbitrary
decisions, and the lack of a monitoring mechanism have forced mothers to engage in repeated
negotiations and follow-ups to benefit from their rights. In such circumstances, a legal right
becomes a conditional privilege.

Conclusion

Evaluating these findings based on four policy criteria demonstrate that the
law’s effectiveness is moderate at the textual level but limited at the implementation
level; accessibility to some supports faces administrative barriers; equity in implementation is
distorted due to the heterogeneity of universities; and the enforceability of certain measures,
particularly in the area of care infrastructures, is low due to a lack of resources and detailed
design. Overall, the article suggests that the interval between law and implementation is not
merely a result of administrative imperfection, but is the outcome of three levels of problems:
legal vagueness and the lack of binding, detailed by-laws; limited financial and infrastructural
resources; and the persistence of cultural attitudes incompatible with motherhood in the
academic environment. Unless these three levels are simultaneously reformed, the Youth
Population Law in higher education will remain at a symbolic level rather than becoming an
institutionalized and sustainable policy.

The ultimate conclusion of the research is that realizing the law’s stated aim —namely,
facilitating the simultaneous pursuit of education and motherhood without excluding women
from the scientific arena— requires a shift from formal legislation to dignity-based, justice-
oriented, and evidence-based implementation. The systematic use of student mothers’ lived
experience in revising regulations, allocating sustainable resources, creating care
infrastructures, and institutionalizing monitoring mechanisms can diminish this gap. Otherwise,
the risk of wasting the human capital of educated women and undermining trust in population
policies will persist and create obstacles.
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