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Introduction

This study examines the relationship between the policy of targeted subsidies and
social cohesion in Iran. Social protection policies, including targeted subsidies, are
expected to help bridge economic gaps, reduce economic shocks, and thereby
enhance public satisfaction and social cohesion. However, despite the
implementation of targeted subsidies policy for about fourteen years, there is no sign
of strengthened social cohesion in Iran. Rather, minor or major changes in the
allocation and redistribution of subsidies have often led to waves of protests and
social dissatisfaction. Recent research shows that Iranian society has experienced a
downward trend in social cohesion, decreased life satisfaction, and increased
feelings of alienation in recent decades. This study seeks to understand whether the
targeted subsidies policy has led to an increase or decrease in social cohesion and
examines this issue through an analysis of Instagram user comments (from April
2017 to August 2022) and published opinions of experts.

Materials and Methods

The research adopts an interpretive approach and exploratory strategy, utilizing
qualitative content analysis of Instagram users' comments and expert opinions.
Instagram was chosen as the primary social media platform for this analysis due to
its widespread use among Iranians during the study period. Data from Instagram
included 279,009 posts and 5,306,534 comments containing key hashtags related to
subsidies. To ensure the relevance and quality of the data, the posts and comments
were filtered to remove irrelevant or duplicate content, resulting in 254,336 posts
and 171,627 comments being analyzed. The sampling of Instagram data was multi-
stage, involving both systematic and random sampling to achieve a representative
subset for qualitative analysis.

For expert opinions, a comprehensive review of 189 sources, including articles,
interviews, and newspaper notes, was conducted. These sources were selected based
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on their relevance to the topic and the expertise of the authors in social sciences,
social policy, public policy, or economics. Purposive sampling was used to identify
and analyze the most relevant expert opinions, ensuring a thorough examination of
the various perspectives on the impact of targeted subsidies on social cohesion.

Results

The qualitative analysis of Instagram posts revealed predominantly negative
sentiments towards the targeted subsidies policy and relevant government officials.
The negative concepts identified included the diminishing value of subsidies,
increased poverty, and inequality, inflationary effects of subsidies, inefficient
implementation, confusion in identifying target groups, populist politics, and
perceived dishonesty and corruption among officials. Specifically, users expressed
frustration over the fixed amount of cash subsidies which have lost their value over
time due to inflation, thus failing to meet basic living needs. Many users highlighted
that the policy has exacerbated poverty and widened the gap between the rich and
the poor, contrary to its intended purpose. The perception that subsidies contribute to
inflation further fueled negative sentiments, as users felt that any benefit from cash
transfers was nullified by rising prices.

Conversely, positive sentiments were also observed, albeit less frequently. These
included perceptions that the policy benefitted the poor at the expense of the
wealthy, the necessity of removing preferential exchange rates, and the broader
economic reforms initiated by the policy. Users supporting the policy argued that
targeted subsidies ensured a fairer distribution of resources, as the wealthy had
previously benefitted disproportionately from subsidies. Some users appreciated the
poverty alleviation potential of the policy and noted an increase in their purchasing
power, especially following recent reforms under the Raisi administration.
Additionally, the policy's impact on reducing the smuggling of subsidized goods
such as fuel and flour was viewed positively, as it was seen to address systemic
issues of corruption and illegal trade.

Expert opinions echoed similar themes, highlighting short-term policymaking driven
by political interests, state-nation conflicts, and the dual role of social capital.
Experts criticized the inadequate targeting of subsidies, systemic inefficiencies, and
the resultant social tensions. They noted that the government's focus on short-term
economic gains and political benefits undermined the long-term social and cultural
implications of the policy. The dual role of social capital was particularly
emphasized, with experts pointing out that while the policy initially garnered public
support and increased trust in the government, its long-term sustainability was
compromised by repeated policy adjustments and failures in effective
implementation.

A three-dimensional model of social cohesion was developed, encompassing vertical
trust (state-nation relationship), perceived inequality, and social polarization
(horizontal relationships within society). The concept of vertical trust was closely
linked to the themes of short-term policymaking and state-nation conflict, reflecting
the fluctuating levels of public trust in government institutions. The perceived
inequality dimension was tied to the dual interpretations of fair distribution,
highlighting the contrasting views on whether the policy successfully reduced
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economic disparities or worsened them. Social polarization was evident in the
divergent opinions expressed by different social groups, with some seeing the policy
as a necessary economic reform and others as a source of increased tension and
division.

Discussion

The findings indicate that while targeted subsidies initially aimed to enhance social
cohesion by gaining public trust and support, their implementation and subsequent
modifications have often undermined this objective. The short-term focus of
policymakers, political motivations, and systemic inefficiencies have led to mixed
outcomes, with initial positive effects overshadowed by long-term negative impacts.
The resultant social tensions, perceived unfairness, and erosion of trust in
government highlight the fragile state of social cohesion in relation to subsidy
policies.

Keywords: Social Cohesion, Targeted Subsidies Policy, Short-Term Policy-
Making, Social Polarization, Social Protection, Nation-State Conflict
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