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This study aims to analyze the challenges of ethnic policies within the
framework of regional planning and its role in achieving balanced
development and population sustainability in Kurdish regions of the
Islamic Republic of Iran. Kurdish regions, with their specific cultural,
social, and geographical characteristics, have always been considered one
of the most sensitive spaces for regional planning in the country. In these
regions, the distribution of resources, local participation, and government
policy approaches in the field of development and regional justice are
strongly influenced by ethnic considerations and centralized decision-
making structures. The present study, using a mixed approach
(qualitative-quantitative) and using field data, program documents, and
policy analysis, examines the interaction of ethnic policies with regional
planning processes. The findings show that the weakness in
institutionalizing ethnic participation, administrative centralization, and
inequality in resource allocation are among the most important factors
hindering the balanced development and population sustainability of
these regions. The results also indicate that aligning ethnic policies with
regional planning can pave the way for strengthening spatial justice,
reducing unwanted migration, and increasing social cohesion in Kurdish-
populated areas. Finally, a proposed framework for rearranging ethnic
policies in the form of regional planning is presented.
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Introduction

The Kurdish regions of the Islamic Republic
of Iran, with their distinct cultural, social, and
geographical characteristics, have
consistently been among the most sensitive
and strategically important areas for regional
planning and policy-making. Despite the rich
cultural heritage, historical depth, and
significant demographic presence of the
Kurdish population, these regions have faced
persistent challenges related to unbalanced
development, uneven resource allocation,
population instability, and socio-economic
marginalization. The interaction between
ethnic policies and regional planning
processes in these areas has often been
characterized by administrative centralization,
insufficient institutionalization of ethnic
participation, and discriminatory or neglectful
approaches to local needs, which have
collectively hindered the achievement of
balanced development and demographic
sustainability. While previous research has
explored various dimensions of ethnic
policies, cultural identity, and economic
disparities in Kurdish regions, there remains a
significant gap in systematically
understanding how  ethnic  policies—
particularly in their cultural, religious, and
economic dimensions—interact with regional
planning frameworks to influence
demographic patterns, population retention,
and spatial justice. The consequences of these
policy-region dynamics are profound: high
unemployment, poverty, inadequate
infrastructure, forced or voluntary migration
of youth to urban centers, brain drain,
weakened social cohesion, and growing ethnic
grievances that threaten national integration
and sustainable development. Moreover, the
role of religious diversity—particularly the
Sunni-Shia  divide—further = complicates
policy effectiveness, as Kurdish populations
often perceive state policies as favoring Shiite
religious identities, leading to feelings of
discrimination and marginalization. This
research, therefore, aims to analyze the
challenges of ethnic policies within the
framework of regional planning, with a
specific focus on balanced development and

demographic sustainability in the Kurdish
regions of Iran. By employing a mixed-
methods approach that combines qualitative
data from elite interviews and policy
document analysis with quantitative survey
data, this study seeks to identify the key
obstacles to equitable development, explore
the interactive effects of cultural, religious,
and economic policies on demographic
patterns, and propose a comprehensive
framework for reorienting ethnic policies to
align with the principles of spatial justice,
local participation, and sustainable population
stability. The findings are expected to provide
valuable insights for policymakers, regional
planners, and scholars to design more
inclusive, context-sensitive, and effective
policies that address the multi-dimensional
challenges facing Kurdish communities while
strengthening national cohesion and regional
prosperity.

Methodology

This research employs a mixed-methods
approach (qualitative-quantitative) to analyze
the challenges of ethnic policies within the
framework of regional planning, with an
emphasis on balanced development and
demographic sustainability in the Kurdish
regions of Iran. The qualitative phase involves
in-depth, semi-structured exploratory
interviews with 22 key informants, including
university —professors, academic faculty
members, and experts with scientific-research
and teaching experience in the fields of
sociology, political science, and regional
planning. Sampling was conducted using a
theoretical (purposive) approach, continuing
until theoretical saturation was achieved at the
12th interview, resulting in a total of 22
interviews. Data from the qualitative phase
were analyzed using a three-stage coding
process (open, axial, and selective coding),
which ultimately yielded over 300 open codes,
45 axial codes, and 4 main categories: cultural
development, social development, religious
development, and economic development.
The qualitative data were validated through
participant feedback, inter-coder agreement,
and triangulation of sources. For the
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quantitative phase, a researcher-designed,
validated 30-item questionnaire based on a
five-point Likert scale was administered to a
sample of 300 respondents from the Kurdish
regions, measuring four dimensions: cultural
development, social development, religious
development, and economic development of
ethnic groups. The questionnaire's validity
was assessed through confirmatory factor
analysis, with factor loadings exceeding 0.40
and significant t-values (p<0.05), and
reliability was confirmed through Cronbach's
alpha (ranging from 0.77 to 0.93) and
composite reliability (ranging from 0.89 to
0.95), while convergent validity was
established using average variance extracted
(AVE) values above 0.50 for all dimensions.
Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS
and Smart PLS software, employing
descriptive statistics (frequencies,
percentages, means, standard deviations,
skewness, and kurtosis) and inferential
statistics (confirmatory factor analysis, one-
sample t-tests, and Friedman ranking tests),
with a significance level set at 0.05. This
mixed-methods design allowed the research to
first explore in-depth qualitative insights from
experts and then validate and generalize these
findings through quantitative survey data,
ensuring a comprehensive and robust analysis
of the complex relationship between ethnic
policies, regional planning, and demographic
patterns in Iran's Kurdish regions.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this mixed-methods study
reveal that ethnic policies in the Islamic
Republic of Iran significantly influence the
development and demographic patterns of
Kurdish regions through four interconnected
dimensions: cultural, social, religious, and
economic, each with distinct impacts on
population stability and regional balance.
Qualitative analysis of 22 expert interviews
identified over 300 open codes and 45 axial
codes, ultimately yielding four main
categories: cultural development
(emphasizing the preservation of Kurdish
language, customs, and arts alongside state-
imposed  cultural restrictions),  social

development (highlighting issues of political
instability, social participation deficits, and
institutionalized discrimination), religious
development (focusing on the Sunni-Shia
dividle and perceptions of religious
marginalization), and economic development
(underscoring  unemployment,  poverty,
infrastructure deficits, and unequal resource
allocation). Quantitative survey data from 300
respondents confirmed these qualitative
insights, with confirmatory factor analysis
validating all four dimensions (factor loadings
>0.40, t-values >1.96, p<0.05) and reliability
measures  indicating  strong  internal
consistency (Cronbach's alpha: 0.77-0.93;
composite reliability: 0.89-0.95; AVE: 0.67—
0.85). The results demonstrate that religious
identity acts as a critical dividing factor:
Kurdish Shiites tend to define their ethnic
identity as subordinate to Iranian national
identity, while Kurdish Sunnis exhibit a more
politicized ethnic nationalism, reflecting the
role of religion as both a marker of distinction
and a source of perceived discrimination.
Economic factors emerge as a primary driver
of demographic change, with high
unemployment, poverty, and lack of
investment leading to youth migration, brain
drain, and population decline in Kurdish
regions, which in turn exacerbates social
fragmentation and weakens local economies.
Cultural policies present a dual-edged effect:
while some state policies support local
cultural  preservation, others impose
restrictions that generate feelings of cultural
marginalization and erode trust in government
institutions. The discussion highlights that
these challenges are interlinked—economic
underdevelopment fuels migration, which
weakens cultural transmission, which in turn
reduces political mobilization capacity,
creating a vicious cycle of underdevelopment
and demographic instability. The study finds
that lack of local participation in decision-
making, administrative centralization, and
insufficient institutionalization of ethnic
representation are fundamental structural
barriers that prevent Kurdish regions from
achieving balanced development. However,
the research also identifies opportunities:
inclusive ethnic policies that promote
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participatory governance, equitable resource
distribution, and investment in local
infrastructure could significantly enhance
social cohesion, economic vitality, and
demographic stability. The findings align with
theoretical perspectives on ethnic conflict and
development (including the work of Iseman,
Gellner, Smith, Mayer, Gurr, and Hechter),
which emphasize the relationship between
economic inequality, political
marginalization, ethnic grievance, and
collective identity. Ultimately, the discussion
concludes that achieving  balanced
development and demographic sustainability
in Kurdish regions requires a fundamental
reorientation of ethnic  policies—from
centralized, top-down approaches to
decentralized, participatory, and culturally-
sensitive frameworks that recognize ethnic
diversity as a national strength rather than a
threat, and that invest in local capacity-
building, equitable resource allocation, and
mechanisms  for  meaningful  ethnic
representation in regional planning processes.

Conclusion

This study concludes that ethnic policies in the
Islamic Republic of Iran significantly shape
the development and demographic patterns of
Kurdish regions through four interconnected
dimensions—cultural, social, religious, and
economic—each with profound implications
for balanced regional development and
population sustainability. The findings
demonstrate that religious identity serves as a
critical dividing factor, with Kurdish Shiites
more likely to subordinate their ethnic identity
to Iranian national identity, while Kurdish
Sunnis exhibit a more politicized ethnic
nationalism, reflecting the role of religion as
both a marker of distinction and a source of
perceived discrimination. Economic factors
emerge as the primary driver of demographic
change, with high unemployment, poverty,
infrastructure deficits, and unequal resource
allocation leading to youth migration, brain
drain, and population decline, creating a
vicious cycle of underdevelopment and
instability. Cultural policies present a dual-
edged effect: while some state initiatives

support local cultural preservation, others
impose restrictions that generate feelings of
cultural marginalization, erode trust in
government institutions, and weaken social
cohesion. The research highlights that lack of
local participation, administrative
centralization, and insufficient
institutionalization of ethnic representation
are fundamental structural barriers that
prevent Kurdish regions from achieving
balanced development and demographic
sustainability. These structural weaknesses
are compounded by the absence of inclusive,
participatory ~ governance  mechanisms,
inadequate integration of ethnic
considerations into regional planning, and
insufficient investment in local capacity-
building, education, and infrastructure.
However, the study also identifies significant
opportunities: inclusive ethnic policies that
promote participatory governance, equitable
resource distribution, investment in local
infrastructure, and respect for cultural and
religious diversity could substantially enhance
social cohesion, economic vitality, and
demographic stability. Based on these
findings, the research proposes a
comprehensive framework for reorienting
ethnic  policies  that includes: (a)
decentralizing  administrative  decision-
making to empower local authorities and
communities; (b) institutionalizing ethnic
participation in regional planning through
formal representation mechanisms; (c)
ensuring equitable resource allocation that
addresses regional disparities and invests in
underdeveloped Kurdish areas; (d) promoting
cultural and linguistic diversity through
support for Kurdish language education,
cultural events, and media; (e) addressing
religious grievances through interfaith
dialogue, recognition of religious pluralism,
and policies that ensure equal treatment for all
religious communities; (f) investing in
infrastructure, education, and job creation to
reduce poverty, unemployment, and migration
pressures; and (g) strengthening social
cohesion and national solidarity through
inclusive narratives that recognize Kurdish
cultural contributions as integral to Iran's
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national identity. Future research should
explore comparative analyses with other
ethnic regions in Iran and neighboring
countries, examine the effectiveness of
specific policy interventions, and investigate
the role of international factors such as
diaspora communities, regional geopolitics,
and global human rights frameworks in
shaping ethnic dynamics.  Ultimately,
achieving balanced development and
demographic sustainability in Kurdish regions
requires a fundamental reorientation of ethnic
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