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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a context-sensitive model explaining the mechanisms underlying the formation, persistence, and reproduction
of gender inequality in the economic disempowerment of Iranian women. This study constituted the qualitative phase of a mixed-methods
research project and employed Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory approach. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 12 women with relevant experiences, experts, and practitioners in the field of women’s empowerment. Sampling initially
followed a purposive maximum-variation strategy and subsequently proceeded theoretically until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data collection and analysis were conducted concurrently through open, axial, and selective coding, constant comparison, and integration
of the resulting categories within a paradigmatic model. The analysis of relationships among the emergent categories indicated that
women’s economic disempowerment develops through a multilevel and self-reinforcing mechanism. Gender socialization, unequal
resource allocation, restricted opportunities, women’s caregiving burden, and legal and institutional constraints emerged as the principal
generative conditions. Their effects were reinforced by traditional gender norms, cultural and regional restrictions, and the internalization
of inequality, while economic pressure, educational and skill capital, geographical location, macro-level crises, and access to financial
support operated as intensifying or moderating conditions. Conversely, education and skill development, economic agency, self-
employment, independent income generation, financial and professional support, supportive networks, and income diversification
emerged as mechanisms capable of disrupting the cycle of economic disempowerment. The final model further suggested that reduced
decision-making power, economic insecurity, restricted career advancement, and loss of human capital recursively contribute to the
reproduction of gender inequality over time. Gender inequality in the economic disempowerment of Iranian women is a dynamic and
cyclical phenomenon arising from interactions among individual, familial, cultural, economic, and institutional factors. Effective
empowerment policies should therefore simultaneously promote skill development, independent income, sustainable employment
opportunities, removal of structural barriers, and stronger financial, professional, and social support networks.

Keywords: Gender Inequality; Economic Disempowerment; Women'’s Economic Empowerment; Iranian Women, Grounded Theory;
Economic Independence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Gender inequality in economic life remains a persistent and multidimensional challenge that extends beyond
disparities in income or employment rates and encompasses unequal access to education, productive resources,
financial capital, occupational advancement, decision-making power, and economic security. From an
economic perspective, gender inequality can prevent societies from fully utilizing available human capital and
can generate substantial efficiency and development costs when women face structural barriers to entering,
remaining in, or progressing within the labor market. Previous research has demonstrated that gender
disparities in education, employment, and allocation of productive opportunities can negatively affect
economic performance, while greater gender equality can enhance productivity and economic growth through
more efficient utilization of skills and capabilities (Cuberes et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016; Klasen, 2018).
Evidence concerning gender inequality in employment similarly indicates that restricting women’s
participation in economic activities can constrain economic growth and diminish the productive potential of
communities (Koengkan et al., 2022; Rizki & Adiputra, 2024). However, economic development does not
automatically eliminate gender inequality because the relationship between development and gender equality
is shaped by institutional arrangements, cultural expectations, labor-market structures, and the distribution of
opportunities (Eastin & Prakash, 2018). Consequently, women’s economic disempowerment should be
understood not merely as an individual lack of income but as the outcome of interconnected structural
processes that limit access to resources, opportunities, and economic agency.

Education and skills constitute important foundations for women’s economic participation, yet unequal access
to educational and developmental opportunities may create disadvantages long before women enter the labor
market. Evidence from Iran indicates that gender inequality in education can influence economic growth by
reducing the effective utilization of women’s human capital (Panahi et al., 2016). Socioeconomic inequality
may itself reproduce educational disadvantage by affecting access to resources, training opportunities, and
pathways for individual advancement, thereby creating cumulative forms of exclusion (Karkhaneh et al.,
2024). Economic analyses of gender inequality further suggest that differences in women’s economic
outcomes cannot be explained solely by individual attributes because institutional structures, resource
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distribution, and labor-market arrangements also determine the extent to which education and capabilities can
be transformed into income and economic independence (Rezaei, 2019). Family structures constitute another
important mechanism through which economic inequalities are produced. Childbearing and caregiving
responsibilities have been shown to generate persistent gender differences in earnings and career trajectories,
with women experiencing disproportionate labor-market consequences following parenthood (Kleven et al.,
2019). Family-oriented policies may therefore influence gender gaps in wages and access to managerial
positions by affecting women’s ability to reconcile employment with caregiving responsibilities (Sanchez &
Gomez-Salcedo, 2022). These findings indicate that unpaid care should not be considered merely a private
household matter, since its unequal distribution can directly influence women’s employment continuity, career
progression, income accumulation, and long-term economic security.

Economic transformation also creates both opportunities and new risks for women. Digital and platform-based
forms of employment can reduce some spatial and temporal barriers to labor-market participation, but they
may also reproduce gender inequality when flexible work is accompanied by insecurity, weak social
protection, or continued responsibility for unpaid domestic labor (Vyas, 2020). Likewise, entrepreneurship
may provide a route toward economic independence, yet the well-being and performance of women
entrepreneurs remain strongly affected by gender roles and the wider environment of gender inequality (Love
et al., 2024). Access to finance is therefore particularly important because limited credit, savings, investment
resources, and formal financial services may constrain women’s ability to initiate businesses, respond to
economic shocks, diversify income, or exercise control over economic decisions. Financial inclusion can
moderate the relationship between inequality and women’s economic participation and may strengthen
women’s capacity to participate more effectively in economic life (Asongu et al., 2020). Recent work on
gender-responsive and green finance similarly emphasizes that financial systems can contribute to women’s
empowerment when resources are deliberately made accessible to women and women-owned enterprises
(Achampong & Officer, 2020; Chen, 2024; Sammy, 2021). This issue becomes especially important during
environmental and macroeconomic crises, when pre-existing differences in assets, financial access, and
economic security may amplify women’s vulnerability (Doku, 2024; Hassanein, 2023). Gender equality is
consequently inseparable from sustainable development because women’s meaningful participation in
economic and social life strengthens both individual capabilities and broader developmental resilience
(Kutibashvili & Kikvadze, 2021). Despite this expanding literature, previous studies have often addressed
individual dimensions such as education, employment, caregiving, financial access, entrepreneurship, or
macroeconomic consequences separately. Less attention has been devoted to developing a context-sensitive
explanatory model showing how causal, contextual, and intervening conditions interact with women’s
strategies and the consequences of economic disempowerment in Iran. Therefore, the present study aimed to
design a grounded model of gender inequality in the economic disempowerment of Iranian women by
identifying its causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

Methods and Materials

This study represented the qualitative phase of a broader mixed-methods research project and employed the
systematic grounded theory approach developed by Strauss and Corbin. The qualitative design was selected
because gender inequality in women’s economic disempowerment is a complex, multidimensional, and
context-dependent phenomenon that requires exploration of interactions among individual, familial, cultural,
economic, and institutional conditions. Participants consisted of Iranian women with direct or indirect
experience of economic inequality as well as experts, professionals, and social actors with relevant knowledge
of women’s empowerment. Maximum variation was sought with regard to age, education, employment status,
socioeconomic background, professional expertise, and lived experience. Sampling began purposively and
subsequently proceeded theoretically as preliminary categories emerged and required further elaboration. Data
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collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached after 12 semi-structured interviews. Interviews
were conducted either face-to-face or online according to participants’ circumstances and preferences and
generally lasted approximately 45-70 minutes. With informed consent, interviews were recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and supplemented with field notes. Data collection and analysis occurred concurrently. During open
coding, interview transcripts were examined line by line to identify meaningful concepts and initial codes.
During axial coding, codes and subcategories were organized according to the paradigmatic framework of
causal conditions, core phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Selective coding was then used to identify the core category and integrate the remaining
categories into a coherent theoretical account. Constant comparison was applied throughout the analytical
process. Credibility and trustworthiness were strengthened through systematic documentation of coding
procedures, participant feedback, review of preliminary findings by independent qualitative researchers,
analytical memo writing, and attention to credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Findings

The analysis identified gender inequality in women’s economic disempowerment as the core phenomenon.
This phenomenon extended beyond differences in earnings and encompassed unequal access to employment
opportunities, disparities in resources and benefits, barriers to recruitment and promotion, economic
dependence, restricted financial autonomy, and difficulty achieving economic security. Five major groups of
causal conditions were identified: gender socialization, unequal allocation of resources, restricted
opportunities, women’s caregiving burden, and legal and institutional factors. Gendered expectations shaped
different economic trajectories for girls and boys, while unequal allocation of educational, financial, and
developmental resources reduced women’s capacity to acquire skills and enter productive employment. Care
responsibilities further restricted sustained participation in the labor market, and insufficient institutional
support limited access to employment, advancement, capital, and business opportunities.

Contextual conditions included traditional gender norms, differences in social education and awareness,
cultural and regional constraints, internalization of gender limitations, and intergenerational reproduction of
economic dependence. These conditions created an environment in which unequal economic roles could
become normalized and reproduced. Intervening conditions included economic pressure, educational and skill
capital, geographical location, socioeconomic deprivation, unstable employment, macroeconomic crises, and
insufficient financial support. These factors could either intensify women’s vulnerability or enhance their
capacity to respond to structural limitations. The analysis also identified several empowerment strategies,
including education and skill development, economic agency, self-employment, pursuit of independent
income, return to educational or occupational pathways, financial and professional support, supportive
networking, and diversification of income sources.

The consequences of persistent economic inequality included lost opportunities, restricted career advancement,
reduced economic independence and decision-making power, economic insecurity, continued dependence,
exhaustion resulting from multiple pressures, weakened economic self-confidence, reduced economic agency,
and loss of human capital. Intergenerational transmission of inequality was also identified as an important
consequence. Integration of the categories demonstrated a cyclical mechanism: gender socialization and
unequal norms restricted access to opportunities and resources; these restrictions reduced possibilities for skill
development, stable employment, and independent income; reduced economic independence subsequently
weakened decision-making power and agency; and these consequences could reinforce dependence and
reproduce inequality in subsequent stages of life and across generations. Conversely, education, skills, access
to economic opportunities, independent income, and financial and professional support could weaken this cycle
by enhancing women’s capacity for economic action.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that women’s economic disempowerment in Iran should be conceptualized as a dynamic
process rather than a fixed economic condition. The model demonstrates that economic disadvantage emerges
from interactions among family expectations, unequal resource distribution, labor-market opportunities,
unpaid caregiving, cultural norms, financial conditions, geographical differences, and institutional
arrangements. An important implication is that apparently individual outcomes, such as limited income or
employment discontinuity, frequently reflect broader structures that influence women’s opportunities before
and after entry into economic activity. The findings further demonstrate the cumulative nature of inequality:
restrictions experienced at one stage may reduce access to opportunities at subsequent stages, thereby
transforming initial differences in resources into longer-term inequalities in employment, income, security,
and decision-making power.

The identification of caregiving responsibilities and traditional gender expectations highlights the importance
of connecting domestic and economic spheres. Women’s economic outcomes cannot be fully understood
without considering how unpaid responsibilities affect available time, continuity of employment, occupational
mobility, and the ability to invest in skills. Similarly, identifying financial access, educational and skill capital,
geographical circumstances, and macroeconomic pressures as intervening conditions demonstrates that women
do not experience gender inequality uniformly. Their capacity to respond depends on the resources and support
structures available to them. Accordingly, the same structural constraint may produce substantially different
outcomes depending on access to education, capital, professional networks, and stable employment.

The empowerment strategies identified in the study also suggest that economic empowerment develops
through an interconnected sequence rather than through a single intervention. Skill development can improve
access to economic opportunities; economic activity can facilitate independent income; independent income
can strengthen decision-making power and agency; and enhanced agency can reduce dependence and improve
the capacity to pursue subsequent opportunities. However, individual strategies alone cannot fully compensate
for structural barriers. Self-employment, training, or income generation may have limited effects when women
continue to face discriminatory opportunity structures, inadequate financial support, excessive caregiving
responsibilities, or insecure forms of employment. Effective empowerment therefore requires alignment
between individual capabilities and enabling institutional conditions.

The principal contribution of the study lies in integrating these dimensions within a context-sensitive grounded
model and identifying economic disempowerment as a self-reinforcing cycle. Its consequences are not merely
endpoints; economic insecurity, reduced choice, lost opportunities, and diminished agency can become
mechanisms through which future disadvantage is produced. Breaking this cycle consequently requires
interventions at several points simultaneously. Policies directed toward women’s economic empowerment
should combine skill development and sustainable employment opportunities with financial and professional
support, access to independent income, supportive networks, reduction of structural employment barriers, and
mechanisms that lessen the unequal economic consequences of caregiving. Overall, gender inequality in the
economic disempowerment of Iranian women is produced through the interaction of individual, familial,
cultural, economic, and institutional factors and is reproduced through its own consequences; therefore,
sustainable economic empowerment requires multidimensional interventions that strengthen women’s
capabilities while simultaneously transforming the structural conditions that constrain their opportunities and
economic agency.
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