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Abstract

This study explores the influence of gender-based social norms on gender inequality in
higher education within the context of economic complexity across a panel of 23
countries, with particular focus on Iran, over the period from 2014 to 2021. Economic
complexity, representing the sophistication and diversity of an economy's productive
capabilities, is posited as a significant determinant impacting gender inequality in
educational outcomes. In addition to economic complexity, control variables such as
government educational expenditure per student, unemployment rate, good governance,
and business openness are included to provide a comprehensive view. Empirical
findings indicate that higher foreign direct investment and an improved governance
index contribute to a reduction in gender inequality in education, whereas higher
unemployment levels are associated with an increase in inequality. In contrast, trade
liberalization and government educational expenditure per student do not significantly
impact gender inequality in higher education. This paper offers insights into the
dynamics of social norms and economic structures in shaping educational equity, with
policy implications for countries aiming to reduce gender disparities in higher education
through economic and governance reforms.
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Introduction

Gender inequality in education limits women's access to education and,
consequently, their participation in the labor force and skilled employment. This
can lead to reduced innovation, lower productivity, and an overall decline in
economic growth. Reducing gender bias against women in higher education
helps mitigate these inequalities, leading to a more balanced and inclusive
workforce that supports sustainable economic growth. The impact of social
norms based on biases against women's higher education and economic
complexity on educational inequality is multifaceted and path-dependent. While
biased social norms often reinforce existing inequalities, economic complexity
has the potential to reduce these disparities depending on the level of
development and access to quality education. Statistical evidence indicates that
Sweden has the lowest bias against women's higher education, with a score of
2.6, while Mali has the highest at 49.59. Iran's score is 47.37, categorizing it
among countries with high bias against women's higher education (World Bank,
2022). Meanwhile, economic complexity among selected countries ranges from
-0.88 (Ethiopia) to 2.26 (Japan), with Iran scoring -0.18 (Atlas of Economic
Complexity, 2023). Theoretical literature on the impact of social norms and
economic complexity on educational inequality highlights the complex
interaction between cultural attitudes, economic structures, and education
systems. Social norms shape perceptions and behaviors regarding education,
often reinforcing existing inequalities, while economic complexity influences
demand for skills and educational attainment. Addressing educational inequality
requires not only understanding these dynamics but also implementing policies
that target both social norms and economic development to create fairer
educational opportunities.

Methodology

Empirical studies such as King & Hill (1993), King et al. (2006), Jayachandran
(2015), Nagib (2021) in the Middle East, and the World Bank (2011) have
shown that social norms play a significant role in shaping educational outcomes.
In Iran, limited studies have examined the factors influencing women's
educational inequality and its consequences, including Afsari & Kakavand
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(2016), Salehi-Isfahani (2012), Afsari & Sheibani (2010), Azimi (2018), and
Afsari & Khoshgoli (2015). However, none of these studies have considered the
effect of gendered social norms on gender inequality in higher education. To fill
this gap, this study investigates the impact of gendered social norms on gender
inequality in education, incorporating economic complexity, using a panel of 23
countries with varying levels of economic complexity over the period 2014—
2021. Control variables, following recent empirical studies, include government
education expenditure per student, unemployment rate, good governance, and
trade openness.

Findings

Higher levels of economic complexity are generally associated with reduced
gender inequality in education. Policies aimed at increasing economic
complexity (e.g., through industrial diversification and technological
innovation) can indirectly reduce gender inequality in higher education. Higher
unemployment rates are linked to increased gender inequality, whereas rising
per capita income, good governance, and foreign direct investment (FDI)
contribute to reducing inequality. As gender bias against women's higher
education increases, gender inequality in higher education also rises. Social
biases against women's higher education often stem from traditional beliefs
about gender roles. These norms, by promoting the idea that women's primary
role lies in the domestic sphere rather than in academic or professional settings,
can discourage women from pursuing higher education. This can lead to lower
female participation in higher education and the persistence of gender
inequality. Social norms, by shaping expectations for gender roles, significantly
affect access to and outcomes in education. This finding aligns with gender role
theory (Eagly & Wood, 1999), which argues that societal expectations and
stereotypes about gender influence individuals' choices and opportunities,
including education. The study’s findings are also consistent with empirical
research by King & Hill (1993), the World Bank (2011), Jayachandran (2015),
Nagib (2021) in the Middle East, and Azimi (2018) in Iran.The interaction
coefficient between economic complexity and gender bias against women's
higher education is negative and significant, meaning that higher economic
complexity reduces the adverse effects of gender bias on educational inequality.
Simply put, as economies become more complex, the negative impact of gender
bias diminishes due to shifting labor demands toward more inclusive and diverse
educational policies.
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Conclusion

Reducing gender bias and increasing economic complexity can significantly
decrease gender inequality in higher education. Policies targeting these areas
can contribute to more equitable access to education. By reducing gender
inequality in education, economies can fully utilize their potential, boost
productivity, and enhance sustainable economic growth.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of research variables

symbols Mean Median Max Min Sl Shezn S ?Jzir-ed ?\?:g
b Deviation ess quare
statistics ons

UGPIT -0.153 -0.178 0.227 -0.462 0.156 0.507 2.501 184
ECI 0.546 0.224 2.550 -1.369 0.992 0.363 1.994 184
GSNIE 25419 | 22.059 60.376 2.825 14.595 0.569 2.470 184

FDI 5.476 1.940 222.764 103: 15 26.412 5.846 48.663 184
GE 4.370 4.612 6.586 1.602 1.127 -0.294 2177 184
GGl 0.280 0.006 1.853 -1.279 0.846 0.177 1.823 184
GNIGRO R
WTH 1.603 2.213 11.719 12.889 4.224 -0.780 4.202 184
T 74.349 | 66.386 189.804 22.486 41.938 1.002 3.323 184
UR 6.557 5.726 16.277 1.827 3.231 0.718 2.727 184

Gatos Slele e

Source: Research findings
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Table 6. Diagnostic test - Pooled method - Fixed effects.

Chi-squared statistics | DF prob results
543.796276 22 0.0000 fixed effects

2.316884 7 0.9402 pooled
581.085897 29 0.0000 fixed effects

e Olsles -

Source: Research findings
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Table 7. Hausman Test Results

Chi-squared statistics Df prob! results
4.634380 7 0.7045 random effects
2.141461 7 0.9516 random effects

et olwloes o

Source: Research findings
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