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Abstract

This study, adopting the perspective of new institutionalism and
drawing on Douglass North’s theory of social orders, examines the
impact of institutional quality and power structures on women’s
economic participation in Iran. The conceptual framework of the
research is based on the distinction between open-access and limited-
access orders, with Iran being considered as an example of a limited
institutional order in the analysis. The research data were extracted
from international statistical sources and cover the period from 2011
to 2021. The research method employed is quantitative secondary data
analysis. The findings indicate that factors such as weak rule of law,
concentration of power, and structural constraints on access to equal
opportunities constitute some of the major barriers to women’s
economic participation. In contrast, economic variables such as
economic growth, in the absence of effective institutions, have limited
and unsustainable impacts. Accordingly, institutional restructuring,
the expansion of democracy, the political and educational
empowerment of women, and the reduction of institutional
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monopolies are considered essential prerequisites for improving
women’s economic participation. The low rate of women’s economic
participation in Iran and the Middle East compared with global levels
reflects cultural, economic, and political constraints and confirms the
significant role of institutional structures. Therefore, the central
question of this study is: What institutional and social factors
constrain women’s economic participation, and how can this situation
be analyzed from a sociological perspective?

Keywords: Women’s Economic Participation, Economic Sociology,
New Institutionalism, Open Access Order, Limited Access Order.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Women's economic participation has become one of the most
important indicators of human development, economic growth, and
social justice. According to the latest World Bank estimates (2024),
the global average female labor force participation rate is
approximately 49 percent, yet this figure varies dramatically across
countries and remains persistently low in many developing nations
despite substantial gains in women's education. In Iran, despite two
decades of remarkable progress in women's higher education, the
female economic participation rate remains around 13 to 14 percent,
far below the global average and disproportionate to the country's
human capital capacity. This gap is not merely a reflection of gender
discrimination but points to deeper structural and institutional barriers
that restrict women's entry into and retention in the labor market.
Building on Douglass North's theory of social orders, this study asks:
which institutional and social factors constrain women's economic
participation, and how can this situation be analyzed from a
sociological perspective?

Research Question(s)

1. What is the comparative status of women's economic participation
in lran?

2. What effect do formal institutional factors have on the level of
women's economic participation?

3. Does the effect of institutional variables on women's economic
participation differ between countries with open access orders and
those with limited access orders?

4. What are the causal mechanisms explaining women's economic
participation according to the limited access order theoretical model?

2. Literature Review

Economic participation refers to individuals' conscious involvement in
production, investment, and consumption of resources. The
neoclassical approach, grounded in Becker's (1964) human capital
theory, treats participation as primarily a function of education and
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rational choice. In contrast, institutionalist approaches argue that
participation is shaped by the quality of formal institutions, such that
sufficient human capital cannot translate into real participation when
institutions are weak (Gonzales, Jain-Chandra, Kochhar, & Newiak,
2015). North, Wallis, and Weingast (2009) distinguish between “open
access orders,” where competition and transparency allow broad-
based participation, and “limited access orders,” where elites restrict
access to resources to preserve rents and control violence. This study
adopts this institutionalist framework, while acknowledging that
informal institutions(cultural norms and caregiving burdens) also
shape women's participation, though they fall outside its scope due to
data limitations.

3. Methodology

This research employs a quantitative comparative secondary analysis.
Data for 50 countries (25 developing, 25 developed), selected through
purposive sampling, were drawn from international sources covering
2011-2021. Countries were classified into open access and limited
access orders based on a composite index of rule of law, political
stability, democracy, economic freedom, and women's access to
political opportunities, using the sample mean as cutoff. Multiple
regression and path analysis examined the effects of institutional and
economic variables—rule of law, democracy, political stability,
economic freedom, innovation, economic growth, and women's access
to educational and political opportunities—on women's economic
participation.

4. Results

T-test results showed mean economic participation was significantly
higher in open access countries (M=0.640) than limited access
countries (M=—0.426), F=29.542, p<.001. Path analysis showed the
institutional model explained 83% of variance in open access
countries, where rule of law had the strongest direct positive effect
(B=0.72). In limited access countries, the model explained only 51%
of variance, and rule of law showed a significant negative direct effect
(B=—0.52), while political stability and economic growth lost
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significance. Innovation was a robust positive predictor in both

models, stronger in limited access countries (=0.59) than open access
ones ($=0.46).

5. Discussion

These findings support North's central claim that no linear relationship
exists between economic growth and institutional development.
Formal legal institutions there tend to serve dominant elites rather than
protect broad-based rights, which may explain why stronger rule of
law fails to benefit women. The robust, independent role of innovation
in both contexts suggests that digital economic pathways can create
participation opportunities even where institutional transition remains
incomplete. These path patterns directly address the fourth research
question: in limited access orders, the dominant causal mechanism
operates through innovation and women's access to political and
educational opportunities, rather than through the political stability or
economic growth pathways that proved effective in open access
orders.

6. Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that women's economic participation is
shaped less by economic growth alone and more by the underlying
institutional order of a society. Iran, classified as a limited access
order, exhibits the structural pattern predicted by North's theory:
institutional constraints, rather than educational deficits, are the
primary barrier to women's economic participation. Institutional
reform, expansion of democratic accountability, and political and
educational empowerment of women are identified as necessary
preconditions for improving women's economic participation in Iran,
Future research using panel data could further clarify the causal
direction between institutional quality and women's economic
participation.
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