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Introduction

Water insecurity has become one of the most significant global challenges of the 21 century. Traditionally, water problems have been
examined primarily from engineering, hydrological, and environmental perspectives, with an emphasis on physical water availability
and infrastructure. However, recent studies have shown that water insecurity is not merely a matter of water quantity or quality, but
also a complex social phenomenon that affects people's everyday lives, social relationships, and mental well-being. The concept of
perceived water insecurity highlights individuals' experiences, feelings, and concerns about whether they can obtain sufficient, safe,
reliable, and affordable water to meet their daily needs. Growing evidence indicates that the consequences of perceived water
insecurity extend far beyond physical health. Individuals experiencing uncertainty about water often report chronic stress, anxiety,
depression, fear, frustration, and feelings of helplessness. Water insecurity also influences family relationships, social participation,
educational opportunities, economic productivity, trust in public institutions, and overall quality of life. These effects are particularly
severe among socially disadvantaged populations, where multiple forms of inequality intersect. Although international research on
perceived water insecurity has expanded considerably over the last decade, much of the existing literature remains fragmented. Many
studies focus on specific health outcomes or environmental conditions without explaining the broader social mechanisms that connect
water insecurity to mental health. In addition, theoretical integration between social determinants, structural inequalities, and
psychosocial pathways remains limited. This article addressed these gaps by presenting a comprehensive conceptual analysis of the
relationship between perceived water insecurity and mental health. The study adopted Krieger's Ecosocial Theory as the primary
theoretical framework and complemented it with an intersectionality perspective to explain how structural inequalities become
embodied through psychological and biological processes. Rather than viewing water insecurity solely as a technical or environmental
problem, the article conceptualized it as a multidimensional social process shaped by economic inequality, gender, social class, place
of residence, governance, and institutional trust. The main objective was to provide an integrated framework that explained the
pathways linking perceived water insecurity to mental health, in a way that could serve as a basis for expanding social analysis in
water research in Iran.

Materials & Methods a conceptual understanding of its determinants, consequences,
This study was a basic theoretical research that aimed to and coping mechanisms. A descriptive—analytical approach
explain the social dimensions of water insecurity and develop was adopted to examine and integrate existing theoretical and
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empirical knowledge on the subject. First, key concepts,
theoretical perspectives, and previous findings were reviewed
and described. Then, through conceptual analysis and
theoretical synthesis, the relationships among the social
determinants of perceived water insecurity, its psychosocial
consequences, and coping mechanisms were interpreted
within a coherent analytical framework.

Data were collected by using library and documentary
research methods. A wide range of scientific sources,
including books, peer-reviewed journal articles, organizational
reports, and research documents, were reviewed. Relevant
literature was identified through major international and
national scientific databases, including PubMed, Scopus, Web
of Science, ScienceDirect, ProQuest, Google Scholar, SID,
Maglran, and IranDoc. Sources were selected based on their
conceptual relevance to perceived water insecurity, its social
determinants, mental health outcomes, and related sociological
theories. Particular emphasis was placed on recent and high-
quality publications to ensure a comprehensive and up-to-date
theoretical analysis. The ultimate purpose of reviewing and
synthesizing the literature was to integrate existing concepts
and theoretical perspectives into a coherent framework that
could support future empirical research, particularly within the
Iranian context.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The analysis demonstrated that perceived water insecurity was
a multidimensional experience extending beyond inadequate
physical access to water. Individuals evaluated not only the
availability of water, but also its reliability, affordability,
safety, predictability, and the uncertainty associated with
future access. Consequently, perceived water insecurity
functioned as a chronic psychosocial stressor with substantial
implications for mental health.

The reviewed evidence consistently showed that perceived
water insecurity was associated with increased levels of
anxiety, depression, psychological distress, chronic stress,
fear, anger, frustration, and reduced subjective well-being.
Persistent uncertainty regarding water availability generated
continuous psychological pressure, resulting in sleep
disturbances, emotional exhaustion, cognitive difficulties, and
diminished resilience. Ecosocial Theory suggests that repeated
exposure to such stress activates biological stress-response
systems, contributing to allostatic load and embodiment of
social inequalities.

The findings also indicated that water insecurity
profoundly influenced family and community life.
Competition over scarce water resources might increase
family conflict, weaken social cohesion, reduce community
cooperation, and undermine trust in institutions responsible for
water management. Women and girls often experienced
disproportionate burdens because they remained primarily
responsible for collecting, managing, and allocating household
water in many societies. Consequently, gender inequality
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amplified both the physical and psychological impacts of
water insecurity.

Furthermore, the intersectionality perspective revealed
that vulnerability to water insecurity could not be explained by
a single social characteristic. Instead, mental health outcomes
emerged through the interaction of poverty, gender, race,
ethnicity, disability, citizenship, geographical marginalization,
and institutional disadvantage. Individuals facing multiple
forms of social inequality simultaneously experienced more
severe consequences than those exposed to only one source of
disadvantage.

The study also emphasized the critical role of institutional
trust and water governance. Poor governance, unequal water
distribution, weak infrastructure, and limited public
participation reinforced perceptions of insecurity even where
physical water resources were available. Therefore, improving
infrastructure alone was insufficient without strengthening
institutional accountability, social equity, and community
engagement.

Overall, the article concluded that perceived water
insecurity should be recognized as a major social determinant
of mental health. Effective interventions require
interdisciplinary  collaboration among public  health
professionals, water managers, policymakers, and social
scientists. Future research should further investigate
psychosocial mediators, biological mechanisms, and culturally
sensitive measures of perceived water insecurity, while
expanding longitudinal and comparative studies across diverse
populations. Integrating perceived water insecurity indicators
into national monitoring systems and public health policies
may improve the identification of vulnerable communities and
contribute to reducing both water-related inequalities and
mental health disparities.

Keywords: Perceived Water Insecurity, Social Issue,
Psychosocial Health, Ecosocial Theory, Intersectionality
Approach.
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