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A plethora of international and regional 
analytical reports, linking women’s economic 

opportunities to growth, competitiveness, 
prosperity.

Among them:









The literature highlight women’s contribution to the 
engines of economic growth as:

workers
producers
consumers

entrepreneurs
investors

innovators
decision-makers

and as a leaver in the competitiveness of nations.



Iran’s challenge

• Low Labor Force Participation

• High levels of female education, esp. tertiary education

• High female unemployment, esp. for highly educated

• Iran’s challenges are similar to rest of Middle East and North Africa, 
where:
• Women outnumber men in 13 out of 18 countries

• Labor force participation is low, 

• Female unemployment high and a multiple of male unemployment. 



But, Iran’s case is more acute.  Elsewhere, it is said that women do not 
study marketable disciplines.

“ As of 2006, women accounted for over half of university students in Iran[1] and 
70% of Iran's science and engineering students.[2]

In 2012, according to the UNESCO data, 2,191,409 out of 4,404,614 students in 
tertiary education were females, thus making fifth largest female enrollment 
after China, India, USA and Brazil. 

In engineering fields Iranian female enrollment ranked as first in the World, in 
science fields second (after USA).[3]”

Source: UNESCO: Table 15

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_gender_restrictions_in_education#cite_note-BBCed-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_gender_restrictions_in_education#cite_note-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNESCO
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_gender_restrictions_in_education#cite_note-unesco-3
http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=168


GDP Losses due  to Economic Gender Gap 
Iran’s GDP loss  (32 percent) -- one of the world’s highest

And IMF Discussion Paper SDN 15/02, Figure 1.





An important cause:  Legal Differences
Male/Female Legal differences in Iran is among highest in the World

– even in comparison to other Muslim Countries
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Source:  Figure 1.2 (Number of Legal Gender Differences by Economy) – Women, Business, and the Law 2016 
International Finance Corporation – The World Bank Group



Legal Differences & Secondary Education

Legal differences do not
seem to affect M/F
secondary education in
Iran.

Using 96 countries,
regression (2012) is
statistically significant at
the 1% level after
controlling for 2014 GNI
per capita.

Source: IFC – Women,
Business, and Law 2016, Fig.
1.3



Legal Differences and Economic Participation
Negative relationship between the
number of legal gender differences and
the percentage of women employed to
the population ( age 15+) (2013).

Regression analysis based on 132
economies for which data are available.

Results statistically significant at the 1%
level even after controlling for GNI per
capita, and ratio of female/male
enrollment in secondary education
(2012).

Relationship not to be interpreted as
causal.

Source: IFC – Women, Business, and Law
2016, Fig. 1.3



Now, let us look at some trends



Labor Force Trends (1990-2013)
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Labor Force Participation and Unemployment
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Women benefited little from job growth
Nearly flat female labor force participation
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Opportunities



Deep and multi-faceted workforce
Quality Parity between male and female workers
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Country Rankings

• 22nd largest GDP in 2012

• 10th largest country taking its 
geographic and population size 
into account

• 12th largest talent pool, 
measured by the size of the 
working age population and the 
average years of male and 
female education.

• 8th largest size of university 
graduates per year,

Sources:  Author’s estimation based 
on UN, World Bank, and other 
reports. 

Rank

Nominal GDP (2012)                 

UN methodology

Size                                                        

(population and area)

Talent pool                                          

(working age population,          

avg years of schooling)

1 United States China China 31.0 China 

2 China India India 20.4 United States

3 Japan United States United States 18.6 India

4 Germany Russia Brazil 9.3 Russia

5 France Brazil Indonesia 6.1 Brazil

6 United Kingdom Indonesia Japan 5.1 Indonesia

7 Brazil Canada Russia 3.8 Japan

8 Russia Mexico Mexico 3.8 Iran

9 Italy Australia Germany 2.9 Turkey

10 India Iran France 2.7 Mexico

11 Canada Argentina South Korea 2.4 South Korea

12 Australia South Africa Iran 2.4 United Kingdom

13 Spain Saudi Arabia United Kingdom 2.4 Argentina

14 Mexico Turkey Italy 2.1 France

15 South Korea Colombia Turkey -- Germany

16 Indonesia Japan Spain 2.1 Italy

17 Turkey France Canada 2.1 Poland

18 Netherlands Germany Poland 2.1 Venezuela

19 Switzerland Venezuela South Africa 1.8 Spain

20 Saudi Arabia Spain Argentina 1.7 Colombia

21 Sweden Italy Colombia 1.2 Australia

22 Iran United Kingdom Australia 0.8 Netherlands

23 Norway Poland Netherlands 0.4 Belgium

24 Poland South Korea Venezuela -- Canada

25 Belgium Sweden Belgium -- South Africa

Source:  UN, UNESCO, WDI

Size of Tertiary Graduates per Year



Excerpts about Iran by from “Start-up Rising” 
by Christopher Schroeder

• Tremendous potential -- outstanding young engineering talent, more women 
then I would see in many startup communities in the States. 

• While slow in broadband speeds, the country has one of the highest internet 
penetrations in the region, and mobile usage approaches 100%. 

• Per capita income is large and this is a nation that likes to consume, e-Commerce 
a potential. 

• It has some of the greatest cultural, historic and tourist destinations on earth, but 
virtually none booked online. 

• Its geographic location makes it outstanding for the movement of goods, ideas 
and services east/west/north/south. 

• Startup gatherings, attracting thousands of young people, are growing. The key is 
that while so much is  happening in the globe bottom up -- despite the top down 
regimes that try to control it. 





Why does Industrial Policy Need the Gender 
Perspective?

•Many reforms need to be enacted – critical that 
barriers of ALL kind be removed to unleash 
Iran’s human capital potential.

•Piecemeal promotion will not lead to the 
revival that is desired.



Thank you



Care Economy – making 
un/low paid work visible by 
measuring it, classifying it, 
regulating it, and making it 

available through the 
market

Franchising –
(Creating high quality, 

systematized 
entrepreneurship in small 

scale)

Offshore Outsourcing
(Customer Service, 

Engineering, Biotech, 
Design, R&D, Accounting, 

Medical Tourism)

Share Economy -
(Capitalizing, networking 
excess capacity into an 

organized, regulated and 
quality market)
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A Framework for female intensive sectors – by type of skills availability and market orientation


