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Original Article
Abstract

Background and Objective: This article assesses data governance in the Iranian Welfare Information Database (IWID)
through critical policy analysis, drawing on data justice and historical institutionalism. Although Iran’s transition
toward data-driven social policy seeks better targeting and more efficient resource allocation, the key question is
whether this architecture is grounded in meaningful participation, transparency, accountability, and data justice.

Methods and Data: This qualitative study is based on more than 25 semi-structured interviews with senior managers,

deputies, specialized advisors, and researchers in welfare and data; participation in more than 35 expert meetings; and

analysis of official documents from 2024—2025. Data were interpreted through combined thematic analysis in dialogue
with data justice and historical institutionalism.

Findings: The findings show that IWID reproduces a centralized model of data governance at three levels: citizenship,
community, and institutional. Citizens become objects of visibility; local communities and civil society organizations
are marginalized; and welfare institutions lack interpretive participation in data. This pattern is rooted in the post-
revolutionary institutional trajectory and fragmented welfare institutions, which have constrained multilevel
mechanisms of participation, transparency, and accountability.

Discussion and Conclusion: Without redesigning participation rules—including standardized self-reporting, the right
to appeal and explanation, the right not to be datafied, meaningful roles for local communities, and differentiated
analytical access for welfare institutions—data-driven social policy in Iran risks knowledge inequalities, concentration
of interpretive power, and structural de-participation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Welfare digitization and data integration promise faster service delivery, better targeting, and
lower administrative costs. Yet these systems can also widen power asymmetries by expanding
surveillance and narrowing procedural protections for citizens affected by data-assisted judgments.
In Iran, the Iranian Welfare Information Database (IWID) has become the central hub for
consolidating welfare data to support means testing and benefit allocation. Over more than a
decade, IWID has expanded data linkages across agencies and increasingly shapes who is deemed
eligible for assistance. a key gap remains: participation in welfare data governance has rarely been
analyzed as a normative and institutional problem. If welfare databases are treated primarily as
administrative tools, participation risks becoming mere compliance rather than agency (being
informed, able to correct, contest, or opt out). This article asks: How, and to what extent, does data-
driven social policymaking in Iran—focused on IWID—institutionalize meaningful participation
across the welfare data cycle? To answer, the study combines data justice (as a normative yardstick)
and historical institutionalism (as an explanatory lens). Data justice clarifies what participation
should entail in data-intensive welfare systems; historical institutionalism helps explain why
participatory rules may remain under-specified in fragmented, path-dependent welfare
arrangements. IWID therefore offers a strategic case for examining participation as both a justice
claim and an institutional design problem.

Methods and Data

The study uses a qualitative design grounded in Critical Policy Analysis (CPA), which foregrounds
power relations, institutional practices, and the gap between policy claims and policy effects. CPA
is suited to data-driven welfare because it examines who defines rules, who can interpret and
challenge decisions, and how accountability is operationalized. Analytically, the framework
integrates data justice—especially participation/non-participation as the right and capacity to
engage knowingly with data practices, to contest decisions, and (where feasible) to choose absence
from data processing—with historical institutionalism, emphasizing path dependence and
institutional layering. Participation indicators were specified across three levels: citizen (feedback
loops, explanation, standardized self-reporting, contestation), community (local roles in verification
and contextual judgment), and institutional (role-based analytical access and mechanisms to manage
inter-organizational conflicts).

Findings
Findings indicate that IWID reproduces a centralized pattern of data governance across citizen,
community, and institutional levels.
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Citizen-level participation: Citizens commonly appear as objects of visibility rather than
participatory agents. Data are mainly obtained through inter-agency flows instead of standardized
self-reporting. Feedback loops are limited: individuals may receive outcomes (e.g., eligibility or
decile placement) without clear, accessible explanations of what data were used and how to correct
inaccuracies. Contestation pathways are often perceived as opaque or burdensome. In data justice
terms, weak explanation and contestation can amplify exclusion errors, especially for groups poorly
represented in administrative records.

Community-level participation: The system provides few durable channels for community-based
verification and contextual interpretation. Local intermediaries and civil society actors are marginal,
and community participation initiatives tend to be ad hoc or discontinued. This weakens the
translation of technical visibility into meaningful representation of local social realities.
Institutional-level participation: Other welfare organizations frequently lack granular, role-based
analytical access that would enable interpretive engagement while protecting sensitive identifiers.
These limits shared problem definition and inter-organizational learning, and it may intensify data
hoarding where conflicts of interest are not transparently governed. Historical institutional
explanation: These patterns reflect more than technical design. A post-revolutionary trajectory
produced fragmented welfare organizations with distinct mandates and accountability arrangements.
Path dependence and layering can add digital tools onto older governance structures without
strengthening participation and accountability rules. The result is a persistent tension: administrative
legibility increases, while participatory agency across levels remains constrained. From the
combined lens, participation should be understood as a set of enforceable procedural rights and
institutional capacities, not as optional consultation. At minimum, a data-just welfare infrastructure
requires: (1) citizen-facing explanation and correction loops that are timely and comprehensible; (2)
standardized self-reporting that can be compared with administrative records to reduce exclusion
errors; (3) protected channels for community-based verification to contextualize household
situations; and (4) governed, role-based analytical access that enables welfare institutions to
interpret patterns without exposing personal identifiers.

Conclusion and Discussion

Using data justice to specify participatory expectations and historical institutionalism to explain
persistent constraints, this study shows that IWID currently emphasizes centralized visibility over
multi-level participation. Without a redesign of participation rules, Iran’s digital welfare state risks
deepening knowledge inequalities, concentrating interpretive power, and entrenching structural de-
participation.

Reform priorities follow from the participation indicators. At the citizen level: standardized self-
reporting, comprehensible explanations for key decisions, and accessible, trackable
contestation/correction procedures. At the community level: formal protocols to integrate local
intermediaries in verification and contextual assessment, alongside conflict-of-interest safeguards.
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At the institutional level: role-based dashboards and granular analytical access (without personal
identifiers) to enable shared interpretation and coordination among welfare actors. These steps are
governance reforms necessary for aligning welfare digitization with data justice.
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