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Pension funds are one of the most critical pillars of a country’s social security
system, tasked with ensuring financial protection for retirees and contributing to socio-economic stability. In
Iran, the strategic role of pension funds has become increasingly vital due to demographic transitions, rising
life expectancy, economic volatility, and structural challenges in the national economy. Over the past decade,
growing concerns have emerged regarding the financial sustainability of these funds, particularly in the face
of fiscal pressures, dependency on government resources, and exposure to diverse risks. These risks—ranging
from investment volatility to legislative uncertainty—have the potential to undermine both short-term
liquidity and long-term solvency. The problem is compounded by insufficient risk management mechanisms,
outdated investment strategies, and governance issues within the funds. Having Recognized the absence of a
comprehensive, context-specific risk assessment model for the Iranian pension funds, this study was conducted
to identify, classify, assess, and develop a model for controlling the key risks that influence their performance. The
ultimate objective was to provide a structured framework that could support decision-makers in safeguarding the
funds’ financial stability, improving resilience against future uncertainties, and aligning operational strategies with
long-term sustainability goals.

This research employed a mixed-method approach, integrating qualitative and quantitative phases
to ensure both depth and empirical validation. In the qualitative phase, the Grounded Theory methodology—
following Strauss and Corbin’s systematic approach—was applied. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were
conducted with a purposive sample of experts, including senior executives of pension funds, insurance specialists,
policymakers in the social security domain, and academic scholars in finance and risk management. The interviews
focused on exploring participants’ perceptions of the critical risks affecting pension fund performance, the
interrelations among these risks, and potential control mechanisms. Data coding was carried out in three stages:
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, resulting in the identification of key categories and sub-categories
of risk. In the quantitative phase, the conceptual model derived from the qualitative findings was operationalized
into a researcher-designed questionnaire. This instrument was structured to measure the perceived significance,
probability, and controllability of each identified risk category. The questionnaire underwent content validity
assessment by a panel of experts and reliability testing using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. It was then distributed
among a broader group of pension fund managers, policymakers, and industry specialists. The collected data were
analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with appropriate fit indices to assess the model adequacy. This
dual-phase methodology ensured that the final model was both theoretically grounded and empirically validated,
increasing its practical applicability the for Iranian pension funds.

TThe results of the study revealed that risks influencing the performance and sustainability of the
pension funds in Iran can be systematically classified into seven primary categories and thirty-three sub-categories.
These main categories include financial and economic risks, which encompass investment performance volatility,
inflationary pressures, currency fluctuations, and dependency on unstable revenue streams; managerial and
investment risks, involving deficiencies in governance structures, poor asset allocation strategies, and insufficient
expertise in risk-based decision-making; legal and political risks, related to regulatory instability, changes in
government policies, and legislative interventions affecting investment and contribution frameworks; operational
and organizational risks, such as inefficiencies in internal processes, inadequate human capital management,
and weaknesses in organizational culture; technological and informational risks, referring to cybersecurity
vulnerabilities, lack of integration in information systems, and insufficient adoption of data analytics in decision-
making; social and demographic risks, driven by population aging, shifting workforce participation patterns, and
changes in beneficiaries’ expectations; and international risks, linked to global market shocks, sanctions, and
external economic dependencies. The analysis showed that financial and economic risks had the strongest direct
impact on fund performance, followed by managerial and investment risks, highlighting the urgent need for
strategic interventions in these domains. Furthermore, the SEM results confirmed that a proactive and integrated
risk management framework significantly enhances the ability of the pension funds to maintain a positive asset-
to-liability ratio, reduce reliance on government bailouts, and improve long-term sustainability.

This research underscores that the effective management of identified risk factors is critical for
ensuring the financial sustainability and operational resilience of the pension funds in Iran. The study concludes
that the adoption of strategic, data-driven policies targeting both high-impact and high-probability risks can
substantially mitigate systemic vulnerabilities. Among the most pressing needs are the reform of legal and
regulatory frameworks to provide stability and predictability, the strengthening of governance and managerial
competencies to align investment strategies with long-term liabilities, and the deployment of advanced
technological solutions for enhanced data integration and risk monitoring. In addition, the study highlights the
necessity of diversifying revenue sources and investment portfolios to reduce exposure to domestic economic
volatility and external shocks. The proposed model not only offers a theoretical contribution to the literature
on pension fund risk management but also provides practical tools for decision-makers to monitor, assess, and
respond to emerging threats in a timely manner. By fostering a culture of continuous risk assessment and adaptive
management, pension funds can better safeguard the retirement security of their beneficiaries and reduce the
financial burden on the national economy. Ultimately, implementing the recommendations of this study can
serve as a roadmap for transitioning from reactive crisis management to proactive, sustainable governance in the
Iranian pension system.

This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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Table 1. Steps of Grounded Theory
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Table 2. Integrated Model of Pension Fund Risks
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Fig. 1. Factor loadings of the integrated model
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Table 3. Financial and Economic Risks
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Table 6. Operational and Organizational Risks
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Table 7. Technological and Informational Risks
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Table 8. Social and Demographic Risks
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Fig. 7. Factor Loadings of Social and Demographic Risks
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