Journal of Social Continuity & Change
Vol. 3, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2024, 203-234

Jour nal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir
P-1SSN: 2783-3259 E-1SSN: 2783-3100

Determinants and Contexts of the Low Economic Participation
Rate of Iranian Women

Nader Motie Haghshenas!*

1", Assistant Professor of Demography, National Institute for Population Research, Tehran, Iran (Corresponding

Author); nader.haghshenas@nipr.ac,ir

Review Article

Abstract

Background and Aim: Studies have shown that that a range of economic, social, and cultural factors determine
women's involvement in the workforce. These factors change at varying paces—some gradually over time and others
quickly in response to economic and social policy shifts. The primary objective of this study is to identify the reasons
and underlying factors for the relatively low rate of economic participation of Iranian women in comparison to other
nations.

Methods and Data: This research was conducted using exploratory analysis and a comparative approach, employing
an evidence-based systematic review technique. To comprehend the causes, contexts, and foundations of women's low
economic participation rate in Iran's labor market, this study analyzed the demographic, economic, and social
dimensions.

Findings: The findings reveal that a combination of social and cultural factors are responsible for the low participation
of women in country's development and their reduced share in Iran's labor market. The small scale of the economy
and underrepresentation of women's informal work have also played a significant role. The Influential factors such as
the population structure’s impact on the labor market, increased demand for higher education opportunities, and the
subsequent raised demand by university graduates to enter the workforce, created a disconnect between the
education system and the women's labor market. This disconnect is partly due to developmental pressures and
dominant culture and traditions. Additionally, the unclear link between employment and fertility, job segregation, and
limited opportunities for job variety and advancement in upper management for women are key socio-economic and
demographic challenges.

Conclusion: To address the barriers to women's employment and underscore their vital role in societal development,
it is essential to shift societal culture. There is a need for a commitment to reform that eases women's integration into
the development process, reducing the time and material costs of women's employment, and balance work with family
life through the adoption of family-friendly policies.
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Key Message: The influence of population structure on the labor and employment market, the disconnection between
the higher education system and formal employment opportunities for women, as well as other structural barriers are
key factors contributing to the low participation rate of Iranian women in the workforce. The small scale of the
national economy and the underreporting of women's informal work have further influenced this issue.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Studies show that women's decision to be active in the workforce is influenced by economic, social

and cultural factors, some of which change slowly over time, while others can be quickly affected by
changes in the economic and social policies of governments (Fabrizio, et al., 2020). These types of
decisions vary in different countries of the world, especially in the Middle East region. Following the
social and economic changes in different countries in recent years, the attraction and activity of
Iranian women in the labor market has been accompanied by a time delay compared to the presence
of their counterparts in industrialized societies. In Iran, due to the significant changes that have
occurred in recent years in the gender composition of the active population, the importance of women
has been given more attention than before. For example, the collapse of socialist regimes led to
fundamental changes in labor market input. These changes have affected women in different ways and
sometimes in the opposite direction. For example, adjusting for low wage pressures and increasing the
return to education benefited women because they were, on average, more educated than men.

The main purpose of this research was to explore the reasons for the low rate of economic
participation of Iranian women compared to other countries. This study tries to answer the following
questions with an exploratory and problem-oriented approach: 1) What are the reasons and
economic, social and cultural implications of the low economic participation rate of [ranian women? 2)
What are the existing research-policy challenges and gaps in context of economic participation of
[ranian women?

Methods and Data

Since the main goal of the paper is to know the reasons and contexts of the low rate of economic
participation of women in the country, this study has been conducted with the method of exploratory
analysis with a comparative approach. The technique of systematic review in an evidence-based
method has been used to find out the cases of inconsistency of the results and the causes of the issue.
In the method section, by considering some basic criteria and through several stages, a number of the
most suitable and comprehensive studies that have examined the challenges and policies of the labor
market to attract women labor in Iran and other countries of the world. In the first stage, 70 scientific
papers published in reputable and well-known publications in the field of women's economics,
women's sociology and demography were examined. After the collection stage, we considered some
basic criteria to identify the best and most suitable Papers to include them for the final review and
analysis. Considering each of these criteria for the collected studies, some of them were removed and
36 highly cited scientific papers from the most prestigious scientific local and international
publications were selected for final review and analysis.

Findings
Based on the results, the economic future of Iran and the countries of Asia and the Middle East were
found to be determined to a considerable extent by the fate of its labor markets. In this study, in order
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to better understand the evolution of women's economic participation rate in Iran, a comparison was
b made with the countries in the Asian region, taking into account the criteria of similarity, differences
in demographic characteistics and the level of economic activity and different levels of development
(Figures 1 and 2). A comparison of the economic participation rate of women in Iran and Asian
countries in 2022 based on the data obtained from the World Bank and International Labor Office
estimates shows a significant drop. The rate of economic participation of women in Iran this year is
estimated at the lowest level (14.87%) and is ranked after Iraq and Yemen. This issue is largely related
to the structural changes of the population, especially the economically active population, and
economic and social changes in the country. Examining the differences in the ratio of employment to
the population of women in different countries of the world compared to Iran, confirms this issue.

The findings indicate socioeconomic and psychological dimensions of the causes and bases of the
low economic participation rate of women in Iran, the lack of proportional growth of the jobs created
with the growth of the labor supply, the lack of suitable mechanisms to obtain job opportunities, the
lack of effective executive guarantees in the field of employing and attracting the required workforce.
Different economic sectors, failure to match the needs of market workers with women's skills and
knowledge, women's few civil rights, the contradiction between the need to expand education and
institutions and existing beliefs about women's participation, the main reason of which is rooted in
families and culture. The burden of double pressure to change the existing situation of the labor
market due to the increase in the number of educated unemployed girls and women, the lack of
suitable conditions for realizing the growth of women's participation and the creation of duality in
social participation (education) and economic participation (labor market) of women were found to be
due to the pressures and compulsions of development and then to the ruling culture and traditions.

The findings also display inadequate growth of created jobs with the growth of labor supply,
difficulty in harmonizing traditional and old roles with new roles that lead to the conflict of women's
identity, redefining social identity in the framework of adherence to religious and family beliefs,
despite wide participation. Housewives have few civil rights, are abstained from suitable jobs and
opportunities for participation and the use of their human capital, have earned the society's negative
attitude towards women's employment. Furthermore, there are traditional beliefs about
housekeeping, division of labor and a kind of demarcation between men and women's work, multiple
responsibilities and roles of women in the home and workplace, gender discrimination, lack of easy
access to financial resources, absence of information and cumbersome laws, segregation of jobs, low
presence of women in high management levels and expectations related to family roles and
sustainable development. The discussion of society's readiness in terms of increasing women's
economic participation in Iran's labor market is also a fundamental challenge.
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Figure 1- Comparison of the economic participation rate of Iranian women with some Asian
countries in 2022 (Source: International Labor Office, 2023)

Figure 2- Comparison of the economic participation rate of Iranian women between 2012-2022
(Source: International Labor Office, 2023)
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The background and challenges facing the real role of women in sustainable development have been
studied widely; however, there is little or no research todate on the role of education in national
development, the wrong view of women in development humanity and the role of the mission of
Muslim women in sustainable development, the role of institutionalization in the country's public
management system regarding the role and place of women in development and in global role-playing,
There is almost no study on the incompatibility and inefficiency of the soft and hard support systems
of society and higher management with the role of women in national development and the historical
delay of the society and the women's community and the international community in understanding
the mission and assigning the worthy role of women in social development and progress in the past
periods.

Conclusion and Discussion

A careful analysis of empirical evidence and theoretical considerations display the role of women in
the development of human development, as well as sustainable The supply of manpower, which is
accompanied by the increase in the level of literacy, education and the increase in the number of
university graduates, can be presented as an opportunity for the Iranian society, and the use of this
accumulated and quality manpower will increase the development process of the society.

The existence of basic obstacles for women, such as discrimination in the employment structure of
Iran, the way of selecting the workforce, traditional beliefs, the rule of patriarchal thinking, the lack of
demand for manpower, not only cause this exceptional opportunity to be wasted, but also create
severe unemployment and critical conditions in the society. One of the effective measures in this field
is to make the conditions of labor laws as flexible as possible, which allows the economic authorities to
respond to the signals from the market of products. In addition, because the gender composition of the
human force is subject to social and cultural factors, women in the labor market face different
conditions compared to men in terms of the type of job, employment status, and amount of income
from work. It seems that most of the existing challenges in the field of women's employment are
caused by socio-cultural attitudes and beliefs and past traditions, which unfortunately have led to the
reduction of women's self-confidence and the weakening of their position in society.

Therefore, it seems that the efforts of the officials to change these conditions, especially at the level
of the women's labor market, can create better conditions for the country. In addition, according to the
maps of the labor market development, the attention of the officials to increase the labor market
development in the low-income and border areas can be a way to reduce heterogeneity in the market
of the country. Undoubtedly, the small size of the country's economy and the issue of under-
registration of women's informal employment have also had a significant impact. So, we see that the
issue of women's participation in the country's labor market is a structural issue and has taken on new
dimensions.
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