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The social security system in Iran, which serves as the foundation of welfare policy-making,
is structurally based on the "male breadwinner" paradigm. This framework has resulted in
the marginalization of a significant portion of the female population and the failure to align
its insurance mechanisms with their actual economic livelihoods. The objective of this
investigation is to investigate gender inequality within Iran's social insurance system, thereby
elucidating the current gaps in insurance coverage and access to benefits. It employs a
secondary analysis of data from insurance organizations from 2019 to 2025. The data were
collected from the statistical yearbooks of the three primary insurance funds in the country,
and the results of the 2025 Labour Force Survey were also incorporated. The results suggest
that, despite a 5.6% increase in the proportion of female insured individuals over the past six
years, a significant disparity in the quality of access to sustainable support continues to exist.
In 2025, women comprised only 27% of active contributors to the Social Security
Organization, despite their representation of over 49% of the country's population aged 15 to
64. The classification of 91% of women as survivors' pensioners, which is a circumstance
that impedes their ability to establish sustained economic independence, is revealed by the
distinction between “primary pension recipients” and “derivative” beneficiaries.
Furthermore, the “survivorship trap” phenomenon, which has been explicated, illustrates that
the 91% concentration is the result of the perpetuation of conventional roles within insurance
legislation. Ultimately, the findings confirm the fact that the current insurance system, rather
than empowering women as independent agents, tends to perpetuate patterns of subsistence
dependency.
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Introduction

Social insurance systems, which are the foundation of welfare policymaking, perform a dual function: they
mitigate economic vulnerability to unanticipated events, such as illness, disability, and old age, and they
ensure that resources are distributed equitably throughout the life cycle. Nevertheless, this system has been
historically established in numerous countries, such as Iran, on the basis of the assumption that the insured
individual is a full-time, perpetually employed male worker. Data-driven research in Iran that
systematically analyzes the structural and empirical dimensions of this gap remains severely limited,
despite the critical importance of this issue. Despite the existence of a plethora of theoretical and legal
literature in this field, a distinct vacuum remains in the “explanation of institutional mechanisms
producing inequality” and the “precise measurement of gender gaps” in light of recent trends and registry
data. This gap is of particular importance during a time when the social security system of the country is
confronted with significant financial sustainability challenges and demographic changes, including the
aging of the population and the rise of single-parent households. The current situation not only exacerbates
gender inequalities but also threatens the long-term financial sustainability of insurance funds.

The objective of this study is to address the theoretical and empirical gap by investigating the status of
gender inequality in Iran's social insurance system from 2019 to 2024. Consequently, the three primary
research questions are as follows: (1) What is the distribution pattern of insurance coverage between
women and men across various insurance strata (contribution, retirement pension, survivorship, and
disability)? (2) Has the gender gap in active insurance contribution and pension receipt decreased in recent
years, and what has been the trajectory over time? (3) What are the structural and institutional mechanisms
that perpetuate this inequality, and how do they interact with one another?

Methodology

This descriptive-explanatory study utilizes a secondary analysis of registry data from Iran's three principal
insurance funds from 2019 to 2024, which is supplemented by the results of the Labour Force Survey for
2024 conducted by the Statistical Center of Iran. The statistical yearbooks and official databases of these
organizations were utilized to access this data.

The research investigates three primary domains: “overall coverage,” “active insurance contribution,”
and “pension receipt,” with disaggregation by type (retirement, disability, and survivorship). The study
employs three layers of indicators to measure inequality: (1) General access: the ratio of insurance
coverage to the total population by gender; (2) Active participation: the ratio of contributors to the
“working-age population (15-64 years)”; and (3) Type of institutional dependency: the disaggregation of
pension recipients into “primary” (based on individual employment) and “derivative/survivor” (based on
familial dependency) categories to analyze the extent of women's economic independence.

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics and the “Gender Gap” indicator, which is calculated as the
difference between male and female coverage rates, to numerically and comparatively explain the
symmetry or asymmetry of access between the two genders.
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Findings

The findings derived from the phenomenology of the lived experiences of Afghan female students
studying Women’s Studies were organized into main and sub-themes. Analysis and coding of the
interviews yielded four main themes: “Gendered Insight,” “Gendered Empathetic Reflection,” “Positive
Gender Orientation,” and “Gendered Labeling.” The theme “Gendered Insight” encompasses sub-themes
including “doubting the authenticity of traditional gender attitudes,” “understanding women’s unequal
status,” “comprehending gender discrimination within the family,” and “re-reading the Quranic
perspective on women and men.” This demonstrates the students’ deep awareness of the multi-layered and
intertwined nature of gender discrimination with ethnicity and tribal structures. By questioning the
authenticity of traditional gender attitudes, understanding the historical inequality of women, and re-
reading the just perspective of Quran regarding women and men, these women attained a new perception
of their status, realizing that gender discrimination is not rooted in the essence of femininity, but is rather a
product of historical sediments and patriarchal interpretations. The theme “Gendered Empathetic
Reflection” encompasses sub-themes of ‘“empathetic understanding of self” and “empathetic
understanding of the other,” reflecting a shift from a confrontation-oriented perspective to an empathetic
perception in relation to oneself and relationships with others. Students achieved self- and other-empathy
by accepting themselves without judgment and comprehending the conditions of men within patriarchal
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structures. The theme “Positive Gender Orientation” comprises sub-themes such as “desire for anti-gender
discrimination activism,” “tendency towards women’s empowerment,” “interest in raising awareness
about gender issues,” and “propensity for family-oriented accompaniment,” reflecting the motivation for
activism among these women after achieving awareness. Through their desire for anti-discrimination
activity, inclination towards women’s empowerment, interest in awareness-raising, and tendency for
family-oriented accompaniment, they demonstrated that studying in this field has driven them toward
positive individual and social changes. Ultimately, the theme “Gendered Labeling” encompasses sub-
themes of “being labeled as demanding” and “being labeled as anti-family,” pointing to social pressures
and negative judgments. As these women pursued studies in Women’s Studies and underwent the process
of gender reflexivity, they faced labels of being demanding and anti-family from society and even their
own families, signifying resistance against the transformation of their gender identity. Overall, the
findings indicate that the experience of studying Women’s Studies for Afghan women has been a
tumultuous path; a path beginning with insight and awareness, resulting in empathy and positive activism,
yet simultaneously encountering negative labels and social judgments. These findings, in conjunction with
the three theories of intersectionality, social constructionism, and gender reflexivity, illustrate how Afghan
women, on the one hand, through gender awareness regarding the intertwined discriminations they
experience, achieve a better understanding of their relationship with themselves and social relations,
ultimately leading to activity and activism in the gender sphere; and on the other hand, face familial and
social pressures during this process, experiencing these pressures in the form of being labeled as
demanding and anti-family.

Conclusion

The results of this investigation indicate that the overarching architecture of Iran's social security system is
flawed. This discrepancy is the consequence of an institutional design that has been historically predicated
on the “breadwinner-centered” paradigm, which has established male continuous formal employment as
the primary basis for insurance entitlement.

The most significant indicator of institutional dependency within the insurance system is the
dominance of the “survivorship trap” over “independent retirement” among women. This distinction,
which transcends mere statistical inequality, denotes two fundamentally distinct pathways to economic
security in old age, when the majority of males enter the pension system through direct participation and
the majority of women through right transfer. Financial risks are associated with the perpetuation of this
circumstance, in addition to its social repercussions. A system that neglects to enhance the direct
participation base of half of the potentially insurable population and instead maintains them in dependent
beneficiary roles will encounter long-term limitations in terms of expanding contribution bases and
increasing indirect commitments.

The research demonstrates that Iran's insurance system functions as a self-perpetuating, interconnected
system, where the four theoretical mechanisms identified in international literature—"institutional
dependency,” “rights differentiation,” “accumulated deprivation,” and “bureaucratic access barriers”—are
in operation. The study's results are consistent with the research of Piovani and Aydiner-Avsar (2015) on
the “financial penalty” of care work, Jones (2021) on instrumental approaches to women in welfare
systems, Razavi et al. (2024) on derivative rights as sources of inequality reproduction, and Camilletti
(2020) on the importance of gender-transformative approaches.

Upon the application of Camilletti's (2020) typology, the results suggest that Iran's insurance system,
at best, is at the “gender-sensitive” level, as it only addresses specific biological requirements (such as
maternity leave) and falls far short of “structural responsiveness” to institutional gaps or “transformative”
approaches to redistributing power and altering gender norms. This situation is in perfect harmony with
the “instrumental approach to women” as defined by Jones (2021), which involves the primary definition
of women as “mothers” or “survivors,” rather than as citizens with independent economic rights.

The results indicate that the insurance architecture must be fundamentally redesigned to transition
from a gender-biased to a transformative model. This redesign should include the formal recognition of
care work, the transformation of derivative rights into independent rights, the compensation of early-career
inequalities through actuarial formulas, and the facilitation of sustainable access for all citizens by
administrative processes, rather than the obstruction of it.
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