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Introduction

Political participation is a cornerstone of democratic governance, and electoral turnout is
one of its most tangible manifestations. In multi-ethnic societies, however, participation
patterns are shaped by complex interplays between socio-economic conditions, political
dynamics, and identity-related factors. In Iran, ethnic provinces such as Sistan and
Baluchestan and Golestan have historically displayed fluctuating electoral participation
rates in presidential elections, reflecting not only national political trends but also
regional, economic, and identity-driven concerns. This study investigates the relationship
between macro-level social, political, and economic indicators and electoral participation
in two of Iran’s ethnically diverse provinces. By adopting a comparative perspective, the
research aims to explain how structural conditions—ranging from literacy rates and
urbanization to unemployment and identity politics—affect political participation. The
research problem centers on whether variations in voter turnout across these provinces can
be attributed to consistent causal relationships or whether these variations are contingent
on shifting socio-political contexts.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive—analytical method grounded in secondary data.
Electoral turnout statistics from presidential elections (1979-2021) were collected from
official sources, particularly the Statistical Center of Iran, and compared with macro-level
social, political, and economic indicators.

Key indicators include:

- Social indicators: literacy rates, educational attainment, gender distribution, and
urbanization trends.

- Economic indicators: unemployment rates, broader macroeconomic fluctuations.

- Political indicators: internal and external political developments affecting national
integration and regional participation.

The theoretical framework integrates a three-dimensional approach to political
participation, combining psychological, economic, and sociological perspectives. The
psychological dimension considers political efficacy and trust; the economic dimension

* Corresponding Author:
Mohammad Babaei, Ph.D.
E-mail: Mohammadbabaei@Khu.ac.ir V40



https://orcid.org/0009-0000-0447-5722
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3707-6925
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6753-9738
https://doi.org/10.22034/ipsa.2026.563
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

e . 7 - )
Research Letter of Political Suence@
Winter2026, VVolume XXI, Number 1, pp.195-226 =

emphasizes unemployment, inflation, and economic performance; and the sociological
dimension examines identity, social capital, and urbanization. Data analysis relied on
comparative evaluation, identifying correlations, divergences, and simultaneity between

participation levels and indicator fluctuations.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal several nuanced relationships:

1. Education and Literacy: Literacy rates in both provinces increased significantly after
the 1979 Revolution, with Sistan and Baluchestan reaching around 60% and Golestan
75%. However, statistical analysis indicates that literacy growth alone does not
consistently explain variations in turnout. For instance, periods of declining participation
were observed despite rising literacy levels, suggesting that education exerts an indirect
influence on political participation.

2. Gender: Gender differences in electoral participation were minimal. In both provinces,
participation rates between men and women did not display significant disparities. The
effect of gender as an independent explanatory variable is therefore classified as indirect
or negligible.

3. Urbanization: Urbanization emerged as a significant factor. As urbanization rates rose
in both provinces, turnout levels generally followed an upward trajectory. This suggests a
direct relationship between urbanization and political participation, consistent with
theories that associate urban environments with greater political mobilization and access
to information.

4. Economic Conditions (Unemployment): Unemployment displayed a complex
relationship with turnout. In some electoral periods, higher unemployment correlated with
increased participation, reflecting citizens’ motivation to seek change. In other periods,
however, high unemployment coincided with lower turnout, indicating disillusionment.
The findings suggest that unemployment exerts a direct but inconsistent effect on
participation. Overall, economic grievances play a decisive role in shaping electoral
behavior, even if the causal pathways are not uniform.

5. ldentity and Political Contexts: Identity-driven factors, including ethnic grievances and
perceptions of political marginalization, were found to shape participation indirectly.
External interventions, such as cross-border influences from neighboring states, also
complicated participation dynamics. Nonetheless, economic and identity factors jointly
exerted stronger influence than purely political variables.

Table (1). Analysis of Key Factors Affecting Electoral Participation

Factor Effect
Education and Literacy Indirect
Gender Indirect / in some cases no effect
Urbanization Direct
Economic Conditions Direct

Discussion

The comparative analysis underscores that while structural modernization processes—
particularly urbanization—strongly enhance turnout, socio-economic discontent often
serves as the most immediate driver of participation. The prioritization of economic
demands over political or identity-based grievances illustrates a gradual shift in the
hierarchy of factors motivating participation. Citizens of ethnic provinces appear
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increasingly to frame their engagement less in terms of political ideology or identity
struggles, and more in relation to material well-being and socio-economic security.

Conclusion

This study concludes that electoral participation in Iran’s ethnic provinces is shaped
primarily by economic and identity-related factors, with political grievances playing a
secondary role. The analysis of long-term electoral data suggests the following order of
influence:

- Economic demands (e.g., unemployment, economic performance) exert the strongest
impact.

- ldentity-based factors (ethnic belonging, cultural grievances) hold secondary but still
significant influence.

- Political factors rank third, despite common assumptions about their primacy.

The results also highlight a shift in participation patterns: whereas earlier political
mobilization in ethnic provinces emphasized identity and political rights, contemporary
participation increasingly revolves around economic concerns. These finding challenges
conventional assumptions and calls for policy approaches that prioritize economic
development alongside recognition of ethnic identities. Strengthening local governance,
addressing unemployment, and ensuring equitable access to resources may thus contribute
to higher and more stable levels of participation in ethnic provinces.

Keywords. Presidential Elections; Political Participation; Ethnicity; Sistan and
Baluchestan; Golestan.
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