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Abstract

Social fragility refers to a pre-crisis condition in which a society, due to the
simultaneous erosion of normative capacities, institutional legitimacy, and social
coordination, loses its effective ability to regulate tensions, manage conflicts, and
absorb shocks-without yet leading to overt disorder, widespread violence, or
institutional collapse. Drawing on classical and contemporary theoretical frameworks
and international data-driven evidence, this article offers a conceptual reconsideration
and an empirical analysis of social fragility in Iran.

Findings derived from secondary data analysis using an explanatory-comparative
approach indicate that social fragility in Iran is not the result of sudden shocks but of
gradual and cumulative processes rooted in structural inequality, weak governance,
declining legitimacy, and the erosion of social capital. Trend analysis based on the
global INFORM Risk Index (IRI) and OECD reports shows that over the past decade
Iran has moved from moderate fragility toward high and borderline fragility, with this
condition becoming a relatively stable pattern since 2019.

Opverall, the results portray contemporary Iran as being in a pre-crisis and threshold-
of-fragility state: a condition that has not yet escalated into full-scale crisis, but in
which the society’s margin of safety has significantly diminished. Exiting this
condition requires simultaneous intervention at three levels: reducing structural
economic pressures, restoring legitimacy and governance effectiveness, and rebuilding
social capital and public trust within a comprehensive, data-driven policy roadmap.
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Introduction

In contemporary sociology, social fragility is defined as a pre-crisis condition and a
process in which a society gradually loses its capacity to regulate tensions and absorb
shocks due to the accumulation of structural pressures, weakening normative
cohesion, and limitations in institutional and social capacities (Rotberg, 2003; OECD,
2018). Global evidence indicates that the simultaneity of economic, social, and
environmental risks-combined with the erosion of social capital, declining
institutional trust, and weak governance-can place a society in a state of chronic
fragility even in the absence of overt conflict (World Bank, 2011; OECD,
2025).Fragility analysis, as an early warning tool, enables the identification of
pathways toward crisis and the design of multidimensional policies to strengthen
social resilience (Habermas, 1975; Beck, 1992; Putnam, 2000). The aim of this paper is
to present a theoretical formulation and an empirical analysis of social fragility in

Iran.

Critical Review of Fragility Studies

Although the research literature on social fragility in Iran has not explicitly addressed
the concept in a theory-driven manner, studies on social vulnerability to natural
hazards and resilience research during crises such as COVID-19 provide valuable
evidence regarding its dimensions. These studies show that vulnerability in Iran is
spatially uneven, with peripheral and less-developed regions experiencing higher
levels of deprivation and weaker institutional capacity (Mahmoodipnah et al., 2025).
However, many studies implicitly equate vulnerability with fragility, whereas fragility
depends not only on exposure to risk but also on governance quality, social cohesion,
and institutional trust.

Urban studies based on GIS and predictive models have demonstrated that variables
such as population density, unemployment, and literacy influence spatial differences
in vulnerability (Alizadeh & Sharifi, 2021). Yet the technical focus of these approaches
often limits sociological explanations of institutional and normative mechanisms.
Similarly, multi-hazard studies emphasize risk overlap (Hejazi et al., 2022), but
differences in institutional capacity and social capital across regions remain
underexplored.

Globally, fragility studies have emerged from the convergence of four major
traditions- social vulnerability, resilience, fragile state frameworks, and sociological
approaches to social capital and risk society (Cutter et al.,, 2003; Norris et al., 2008;
Rotberg, 2003; OECD, 2025; Putnam, 2000; Beck, 1992). This literature shows that
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index-based measures are useful for identifying “hotspots of vulnerability,” but
without analyzing mechanisms of trust, legitimacy, and collective action, they cannot
explain the transition from vulnerability to pre-crisis fragility. Consequently, future
research requires multi-level models, rigorous index validation, and integration of

quantitative data with sociological analysis.

Theoretical Foundations

In sociology, social fragility has not emerged as an independent theory but rather as
the result of overlapping classical and contemporary theoretical traditions
emphasizing the erosion of regulatory capacity, cohesion, and societal ability to
manage tensions.

At the normative level, Durkheim shows that weakening normative regulation and the
emergence of anomie during rapid transformation lead to normative insecurity and
the accumulation of instability in the moral order before overt crisis (Durkheim, 1951,
1985; Lukes, 1973). Merton shifts the analytical focus to the opportunity structure,
explaining how goal-means gaps and blocked access to legitimate means produce
chronic structural strain, eroding normative commitment and generating cumulative
fragility (Merton, 1938; Wilson, 1996; Corak, 2013).

At the political level, Habermas explains fragility through legitimacy crises and
declining motivation for compliance, where the disconnection between the public
sphere and formal decision-making weakens institutional trust and conflict-resolution
capacity (Habermas, 1975, 1996; McCarthy, 1978). Putnam conceptualizes social
capital as a societal shock absorber, demonstrating that declining trust and
participation increase vulnerability to shocks (Putnam, 2000; Putnam & Campbell,
2010).

At the spatial scale, social disorganization and collective efficacy explain how fragility
may be unevenly distributed across neighborhoods and scale up to the macro level
(Shaw & McKay, 1942; Sampson et al., 1997). Finally, Beck’s risk society thesis shows
that overlapping systemic risks, when they exceed institutional and social capacities,
bring societies to the threshold of fragility (Beck, 1992, 2009; OECD, 2018; UNDRR,
2022). These frameworks converge in fragile state literature emphasizing state
capacity, legitimacy, and the “fragility trap” (Rotberg, 2003; OECD, 2018).

Synthesis

Social fragility can thus be defined as a structural-processual and pre-crisis condition
in which society loses its capacity to regulate tensions, manage conflicts, and absorb

shocks due to the simultaneous erosion of normative capacity, institutional



legitimacy, and social coordination-without yet leading to systemic collapse or
widespread violence. Chronic structural pressures create persistent inequalities in
opportunities, intensifying anomie and eroding normative order. When combined
with perceived procedural injustice and ineffective decision-making, this erosion
produces legitimacy crises and reduces voluntary compliance with formal rules.
Declining legitimacy weakens public trust, social capital, and collective efficacy,
limiting coordinated action and reducing social resilience. Structural risks become
deep crises only when trust and institutional capacity are already eroded. At the
highest level, simultaneous erosion of state and society creates a self-reinforcing cycle
of declining legitimacy and cohesion.

This process can be analytically framed through:

e Inputs (I): structural pressures and primary risks

e Amplifying conditions (A): anomie and declining legitimacy

e  Core condition (C): social fragility

e Outcomes (O): reduced resilience and intensified conflict

Methodology

This study employs a secondary analysis with an explanatory—comparative approach,
widely used in fragility and risk research to monitor trends and compare countries
(OECD, 2025; Marin Ferrer et al., 2017). The use of multidimensional composite
fragility indices enables analysis of relationships among risk exposure, vulnerability,
and coping capacity, aligning with comparative methods in the social sciences
(Rotberg, 2003; World Bank, 2011). Integrating quantitative data with theoretical
frameworks situates this research within explanatory studies based on composite
indices recommended for pre-crisis analysis and early warning systems (INFORM,
2023; OECD, 2018).

This method may also be described as theoretical-secondary analysis, as the absence
or inaccessibility of direct empirical data necessitates reliance on systematic literature
review and critical analysis of authoritative scholarship. Instead of producing primary
data, the study uses conceptual convergence and recurring theoretical patterns in
prior research to strengthen the validity of its claims. As Creswell notes, literature
review can serve as indirect evidence for formulating and supporting theoretical
arguments (Creswell, 2014), and reliance on credible secondary sources is a legitimate

method for causal explanation in analytical and public policy research (Yin, 2018).
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Findings

Empirical analysis of social fragility in Iran, based on international data-driven
research and reports, indicates that countries positioned at the threshold or high level
of fragility typically experience simultaneous exposure to systemic risks and erosion of
institutional capacity, legitimacy, and social trust. Case studies of Syria, Lebanon,
Haiti, Sudan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, and Yemen show that initial
shocks—climatic, financial, political, or security-related—lead to pre-crisis conditions
and deep social crises when combined with weak governance, structural inequality,
and declining social capital (Kelley et al., 2015; World Bank, 2021, 2024; IMF, 2022;
UNDP, 2023; OECD, 2025).

IRI-Based Trend Analysis
Using the Index for Risk Management (IRI), Iran’s fragility trend from 2016 to 2025
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¢ 2023 onward: Crossing the threshold of 6, indicating very high risk and structural
fragility

Key characteristics:

1.Gradual movement toward higher fragility

2.No meaningful return to lower levels

3.Reduced social safety margin without systemic collapse

Thus, Iran has remained in a high and borderline fragility state from 2020 to 2025.

OECD Fragility Framework (2025)

OECD analysis confirms fragility across six dimensions:

¢ Economic: chronic inflation, unstable growth, reduced investment, livelihood
insecurity

e Political/Governance: procedural legitimacy erosion, reduced voluntary
compliance

o Security: perceived insecurity, regional tensions, sanction effects

* Social: declining trust and social capital, weakened shock absorbers

¢ Human: youth unemployment, expectation-reality gap, declining social hope

¢ Environmental: water crisis and ecological degradation as silent amplifiers

Analytical Synthesis




Iran is in a pre-crisis social fragility condition characterized by overlapping risks and
limited response capacity. The situation has not yet escalated into systemic collapse
but is at risk of deeper crisis if pressures persist.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that social fragility is not a sudden event but a cumulative
pre-crisis process emerging from systemic risks and erosion of institutional and social
capacities. Comparative evidence shows that crossing the fragility threshold occurs
when shocks activate within contexts of structural inequality, weak governance,
declining legitimacy, and reduced social capital.

IRI trends indicate Iran’s transition from moderate fragility to high and borderline
fragility over the past decade. The COVID-19 pandemic exemplified Beck’s risk
society thesis, activating overlapping crises in health, economy, and social trust (Beck,
1992; 2009). The persistence of high fragility levels since 2023 indicates structural
entrenchment rather than temporary disruption.

OECD findings confirm a pattern of cumulative risk and capacity erosion. Economic
pressures, legitimacy decline (Habermas, 1975; 1996), reduced social capital (Putnam,
2000), and security and environmental risks act as fragility accelerators.

Opverall, Iran is in a pre-crisis social fragility state: not equivalent to systemic collapse,
but with minimal safety margins due to simultaneous economic pressure, legitimacy
erosion, chronic insecurity, and weakened social capital. Comparative evidence warns
that single-dimension policies are insufficient; effective exit from fragility requires a
multidimensional strategy integrating economic reform, governance legitimacy, and
social capital reconstruction (OECD, 2018; 2025).
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