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INTRODUCTION & SUMMARY 

THE PURPOSE OF MY DISSERTATION is to examine the negative consequences of gender vi-

olence in the workplace, with a particular focus on the experiences of women. This dis-

sertation is organized into three chapters: The first chapter discusses the ongoing issue of 

gender equality in the workplace, highlighting significant disparities such as the gender 

gap, the pay gap, representation in leadership, maternity policies, and occupational seg-

regation. Despite some progress, numerous studies show that these issues remain perva-

sive. The second chapter delves into the nuanced experiences of Iranian women in key 

sectors, drawing on a rich tapestry of academic research and empirical studies. It exam-

ines sectors such as broadcasting, tourism, public sector careers, and labor force partici-

pation. In addition, the chapter highlights different facets of the challenges and opportu-

nities that shape women's professional careers in Iran, providing a comprehensive under-

standing of their impact on gender dynamics. The third chapter focuses on the experiences 

of Iranian health care workers and examines the cultural and social factors that influence 

violence and harassment.  

The thesis highlights that closing the gender gap in the workplace requires a multifaceted 

strategy. Organizations should implement initiatives such as unconscious bias training 

and ensure equal pay and leadership opportunities. Policy reforms, including extended 

parental leave, affordable childcare and flexible work arrangements, are essential to sup-

port working parents. Educational campaigns should challenge gender stereotypes and 

encourage girls to enter traditionally male-dominated fields.  Despite increased educa-

tional opportunities, cultural norms and legal constraints continue to limit women's par-

ticipation in formal employment, contributing to a paradoxical trend of increasing educa-

tional attainment but decreasing employment rates. Balancing work and family responsi-

bilities remains a significant obstacle, exacerbated by inadequate support systems.  

 Violence and harassment plague health workers in Iran, ranging from sexual misconduct 

to assault. This harms both workers and potentially patient care. To address this problem, 
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hospitals need strong anti-harassment policies, training, and support systems. Public ed-

ucation campaigns can increase awareness and respect. Further research, especially in 

underrepresented regions, is needed to understand the root causes.  

This thesis serves as a literature review of existing studies and provides an in-depth anal-

ysis of the challenges women face in the workplace due to gender-based violence and the 

factors that influence their response to such incidents. It highlights the need for supportive 

environments and policies to empower women to respond to and challenge harassment in 

the workplace. 

 



 

1. CHAPTER  

CHAPTER 1. 
 NAVIGATING GENDER DISPARITIES: CHALLENGES AND 

OPPORTUNITIES IN THE MODERN WORKPLACE 

1.1 Introduction 
In the contemporary era, the matter of gender equality in the workplace has attracted con-

siderable attention from a multitude of sectors and academic disciplines. While progress 

has been made towards inclusivity, a profound disparity persists in various forms, includ-

ing the gender gap, the gender pay gap, leadership representation, maternity policies, and 

horizontal and vertical occupational segregation. For example, studies by Ganiyu (2018) 

and Hu (2024) have demonstrated the continued prevalence of these disparities across 

various industries and organizational contexts. 

This chapter examines the multifaceted challenges faced by women in professional set-

tings with the aim of elucidating the complexities, implications, and potential avenues for 

progress. By examining the intricate interplay between societal norms, organizational 

structures, and individual experiences, researchers such as Zhang & Wu (2024) and 

Ebenstein (2014) have provided valuable insights into the mechanisms perpetuating gen-

der inequality in the workplace. 

This chapter presents a synthesis of empirical research, theoretical frameworks, and real-

world narratives to illuminate the barriers hindering women’s advancement in the work-

place and to highlight promising strategies for fostering a more equitable and inclusive 

professional landscape. The objective of this research is to inform both scholarly inquiry 

and practical interventions aimed at cultivating environments where all individuals, irre-

spective of gender, can thrive and contribute meaningfully to organizational success. 
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1.2 Gender Gap 
The gender gap in the workforce refers to the disparities observed between men and 

women in various aspects. These include employment rates, representation in top man-

agement positions, and the wage gap. The gender gap encompasses discriminatory prac-

tices and biases that impede women's advancement and their equal treatment in the work-

place. These discriminatory practices and biases can take the form of direct discrimina-

tion, indirect discrimination, or harassment. Direct discrimination occurs when a woman 

is not hired for a job because of her gender. Indirect discrimination occurs when a woman 

is treated less favorably than a man in a similar job. This can include being passed over 

for a promotion or being given fewer opportunities to advance. Harassment is any unwel-

come verbal, nonverbal, or physical conduct of a sexual nature that creates an intimidat-

ing, hostile, or offensive work environment. 

For further insight, one may consult the Hu (2024) study, which reveals that gender dis-

parity in the workplace persists as a pervasive and disheartening phenomenon, despite 

notable advancements in equality. While it may appear to be an invisible issue in every-

day life, it is in fact a pervasive phenomenon in the workplace. It manifests in various 

forms, including during interviews, promotions, and even in salary negotiations. This is 

a deeply entrenched issue that continues to erode the vitality of the workplace and impede 

the overall progress of society, particularly in industries such as finance, which is re-

nowned for its high remuneration and status. Despite accounting for 46% of the work-

force, women represent only 15% of executive positions in this sector. 

A considerable body of academic research has been conducted on the issue of gender 

imbalance in the workplace, with several contributing factors being identified. In her 2018 

study, Devillard posits that women often bear a disproportionate responsibility for house-

hold chores in addition to their professional roles. Furthermore, Ganiyu (2018) presents 

the theory that societal norms regarding gender roles significantly influence perceptions 

of leadership potential. 

As Griffiths et al. (2019) observe, qualities traditionally associated with femininity are 

often perceived as highly significant in leadership roles, whereas traits traditionally asso-

ciated with masculinity are often deemed less crucial. Despite this recognition, gender 

bias persists within research, with men typically viewed as more assertive and confident, 

while women are commonly seen as more cooperative. 



NAVIGATING GENDER DISPARITIES: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN THE MODERN WORKPLACE 

5 

Furthermore, Folke et al. (2020) found that female supervisors experience more severe 

instances of sexual harassment when managing predominantly male subordinates com-

pared to when overseeing predominantly female subordinates. This phenomenon may be 

attributed to male subordinates experiencing a sense of intimidation and vulnerability in 

the presence of female supervisors, which may result in hostile behaviors such as sexual 

harassment. 

Furthermore, Madsen (2018) highlights that unconscious bias is closely linked to how 

employees perceive women in the workplace. To address this hidden negative occurrence, 

managers need to have specialized knowledge to develop policies and provide training to 

company employees. 

Chang (2020) suggested a method to improve gender equality by integrating new evalu-

ation standards. This involves implementing objective and impartial evaluation criteria to 

mitigate the impact of gender stereotypes on decision-making. For instance, integrating 

gender-neutral criteria for job performance and skills into performance evaluation metrics 

can help mitigate bias against women. Hu's (2024) report concludes that there are signif-

icant differences in the way men and women are treated in the workplace. These differ-

ences extend beyond the employment rate to include the gender ratio in top management 

and the wage gap. These discriminatory and oppressive practices are particularly detri-

mental to women as a group. 

As stated by Exley & Nielsen (2024), there is a gender gap in the workforce, with fewer 

women in traditionally male-dominated fields and lower pay for those who are there (Ber-

trand, Goldin, and Katz 2010; Goldin 2014; Blau and Kahn 2017; Michelmore and Sassler 

2016). 

A multitude of studies have sought to identify the underlying causes of the gender gap, 

with various contributing factors emerging as key areas of interest. These include will-

ingness to negotiate (Hernandez-Arenaz and Iriberri 2019) and compete (Niederle and 

Vesterlund 2011; Niederle 2016). In 2016, the topic of gender differences in risk prefer-

ences was explored by Croson and Gneezy (2009). Additionally, the role of discrimina-

tion was examined by Riach and Rich (2002). 

More recent studies have focused specifically on factors such as the observation that fe-

male leaders receive lower rewards than equally effective male leaders (Grossman et al., 

2019), the finding that women tend to demand lower starting salaries than men (Roussille, 
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2021), the evidence that women are less likely to self-report their qualifications (Mur-

ciano-Goroff, 2021), and the evidence that women engage in less negotiation even in 

female-dominated occupations (Biasi and Sarsons, forthcoming). 

A number of studies have highlighted the impact of the confidence gap on women's par-

ticipation in the labor market. For instance, it is evidenced by the fact that women have 

lower salary expectations (Reuben, Wiswall, and Zafar 2017), are less inclined to pursue 

competitive fields (Niederle and Vesterlund 2007; Buser 2014), hesitate to speak up 

(Coffman 2014), and are reluctant to apply for challenging positions (Coffman, Collis, 

and Kulkarni 2019). Additionally, Niederle, Oosterbeek, and Niederle (2014) found that 

women are less likely to speak up in meetings, Coffman (2014) reported that women are 

more hesitant to speak up in general, and Coffman, Collis, and Kulkarni (2019) found 

that women are less likely to apply for challenging positions.  

To initially ascertain the existence of a confidence gap in the Exley & Nielsen (2024) 

study, participants completed a mathematics and science test and then responded to 17 

self-assessment questions regarding their performance on the aforementioned test. 

The presence of a confidence gap was evident in the responses to the 17 self-assessment 

questions. In particular, female participants expressed more negative beliefs about their 

performance than male participants in 16 of the questions. For example, in the primary 

sample, where there was no actual gender difference in performance, the study showed 

that 80% of women believed they were performing poorly, whereas only 56% of men did. 

It is evident that participants are aware that their performance will be judged as poor if 

another randomly selected participant, regardless of gender, judges the number of ques-

tions they answered correctly on the test as an indication of inadequate mathematical and 

scientific skills. 

The experiments conducted by Exley and Nielsen (2024) demonstrate that analysts antic-

ipate a difference in confidence levels between genders but fail to incorporate this factor 

into their ratings. Despite acknowledging the existence of the confidence gap, evaluators 

exhibit disproportionately negative perceptions of women's performance in comparison 

to men's. This phenomenon, known as the contagious confidence gap, represents a sys-

tematic bias rather than an inadvertent oversight. 

Participatory decision making (PDM), which provides employees with the opportunity to 

contribute to work-related or organizational decisions (Valverde-Moreno et al., 2021b), 
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has been associated with a number of positive outcomes, including improved job perfor-

mance. These outcomes include enhanced performance (Sukirno and Siengthai, 2011), 

elevated satisfaction (Pacheco and Webber, 2016), and reduced turnover (Spector, 1986). 

Nevertheless, while the advantages of PDM have been acknowledged for decades 

(Lowin, 1968; Harrison, 1985; Black and Gregersen, 1997), recent research has illumi-

nated a significant concern: gender inequality in PDM practices (Shaed and Ishak, 2015; 

Valverde-Moreno et al., 2019; Mooney, 2022).  Equal participation of women and men 

in decision-making at all organizational levels is a key indicator of a gender-inclusive 

work environment (Nishii, 2013; Kossek et al., 2017). Therefore, PDM has the potential 

to serve as a tool for measuring gender inclusivity in organizations. 

Research indicates that traditional gender roles and stereotypes play a significant role in 

shaping the differences in women's and men's involvement in and experiences of organi-

zational decision-making (Acar Erdol, 2018; Mooney, 2022). Gender stereotypes are 

widely held beliefs about the typical characteristics and traits of women and men (Eagly 

et al., 2020). These stereotypes often portray women as more communal (i.e., relation-

ship-oriented, social, emotionally sensitive) and men as more agentic (i.e., assertive, con-

fident, dominant) (Haines et al., 2016; Eagly et al., 2020). Agency, which includes traits 

such as decisiveness and leadership (Caleo and Heilman, 2014; Eagly et al., 2020), is a 

key element of these stereotypes. Moreover, gender stereotypes assign men greater status 

and value than women in interpersonal settings, including workplaces and organizations 

(Ridgeway, 2001). This perception of women as less competent decision-makers and their 

lower perceived status in organizational hierarchies (Tabassum and Nayak, 2021; Ridge-

way and Markus, 2022; Ridgeway, 2001; Ridgeway and Bourg, 2004) can lead to situa-

tions where men are given more opportunities to contribute and exert greater influence 

(Mooney, 2022). Empirical evidence supports this assertion, indicating that female exec-

utives are less likely to be involved in CEO decision-making than their male counterparts 

at similar levels (Mooney, 2022). Consequently, women may perceive themselves as less 

involved in PDM compared to men (Valverde-Moreno et al., 2019). 

Previous research on gender and the experience of PDM has yielded conflicting results. 

While some studies have reported that women experience less PDM than men (e.g., 

Pacheco and Webber, 2016; Valverde-Moreno et al., 2019), others have found that 

women reported slightly more. PDM (Valverde-Moreno et al., 20-21b) or no significant 
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gender differences (Kahnweiler and Thompson, 2000; Li and Qian, 2016). These discrep-

ancies may be attributed to the distinction between PDM occurring at the workplace and 

organizational levels, as well as the gender-typicality of occupational roles. 

In conclusion, research indicates that women experience less PDM than men at the or-

ganizational level, while experiences at the workplace level may be more diverse. In order 

to assess gender equality in the workplace and develop strategies to address it, it is crucial 

to consider the involvement of women and men in strategic, large-scale decisions. 

1.3 Vertical segregation 
Vertical segregation of women in the workforce refers to the unequal distribution of 

women and men at different levels within an organization or industry. This phenomenon 

is evidenced by the fact that women are less likely to be found in top management, exec-

utive roles, or leadership positions, despite the fact that their educational qualifications 

may be similar to those of their male counterparts. 

For further insight, please refer to Zhang & Wu (2024), which examines the critical link 

between gender equality and societal advancement. The authors claim that women's em-

powerment is indicative of broader social liberation. Furthermore, the study analyses gen-

der bias in the labor market in China, distinguishing between direct and indirect inequal-

ities, as well as vertical occupational gender segregation. It also highlights the continuing 

influence of traditional gender roles on women's career advancement.   

In addition, Ebenstein (2014) examines the origins and methods of occupational gender 

segregation, focusing on cultural norms and gender dynamics. The author highlights how 

traditional stereotypes influence societal views of men and women, attributing gender 

inequalities in the workplace to family structures characterized by patriarchal dominance. 

Ebenstein also demonstrates how women are often discriminated against because of so-

cietal preferences for men, which are perpetuated by entrenched gender roles and family 

structures. 

Furthermore, Yuan Xuhong et al. (2022) conducted a quantitative analysis using data 

from the China General Social Survey (CGSS2017) to demonstrate the destructive verti-

cal effects of gender attitudes on female employment. Additionally, the study suggests 

that educational human capital has a positive impact on both gender attitudes and female 

employment, thus indirectly mitigating the detrimental effects of gender stereotypes on 

women's labor force participation. 
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Furthermore, the results of the CFPS China Family Tracking Survey (2014) indicate that 

improvements in gender perceptions can positively affect the reduction of vertical segre-

gation. Additionally, progress in gender ideology is associated with an increased proba-

bility of improving women's occupational status. 

Li Xiangrong (2017) identifies discrepancies in occupational gender segregation based 

on the level and type of educational background, suggesting that the degree of occupa-

tional gender segregation is also related to the academic disciplines pursued by graduates. 

Furthermore, Li Xiangrong posits that different employment units serve as determinants 

of the level of occupational gender segregation. 

Zhang & Wu (2024) also demonstrate that improvements in traditional gender roles and 

education levels can mitigate vertical segregation. Despite the perception of female over-

representation in the civil service, men hold many positions in political and governmental 

bodies and public institutions. Women without traditional gender concepts are more likely 

to enter public institutions, where higher levels of education facilitate access to all occu-

pations. Zhang & Wu (2024) argue that addressing gender segregation and inequality in 

the workplace is crucial. Furthermore, China's legislative initiatives, including the "Law 

on the Protection of Women's Rights and Interests," demonstrate a commitment to ad-

dressing gender inequalities. The promotion of awareness, the challenging of traditional 

gender norms, and the provision of quality education for women are critical to advancing 

gender equality. In order to promote parity in the workplace, it is essential to monitor 

occupational segregation and enforce quotas in key positions. The same study also asserts 

that promoting shared parental leave can reduce financial pressure on companies while 

promoting gender diversity in the workplace. Despite numerous studies that have high-

lighted the benefits of diverse leadership (Donovan & Caplan, 2019; Gero & Garrity, 

2018; Williams, 2013; Woolley & Malone, 2011), progress in increasing women's repre-

sentation in leadership roles remains slow in various sectors, including higher education. 

The "pipeline theory," which posits that increasing the number of women in lower-rank-

ing positions will lead to an increase in women in leadership roles, has not been effective 

(Kellerman & Rhode, 2017). Studies by Ibarra et al. (2013) and McKinsey & Company 

(2018) indicate that biases impede women's advancement and that there has been a lack 

of progress in corporate America. 



INVISIBLE STRUGGLES 
WORKPLACE CHALLENGES CONFRONTED BY WOMEN 

10 

Despite earning the most degrees since 2006, women remain underrepresented in leader-

ship positions in higher education (Johnson, 2016). The benefits of increased female lead-

ership include improved performance, a stronger organizational climate, and increased 

innovation (Madsen, 2015). The White House Project (Wilson, 2009) highlights the im-

portance of women in leadership for research, role models, and future generations. 

While women are more visible in lower academic ranks, significant change in leadership 

roles remains elusive (Kellerman & Rhode, 2017). Madsen & Longman (2020) explain 

that current challenges in education require wise and courageous leaders at all levels of 

academia. Despite the progress made in promoting women's leadership in higher educa-

tion, many talented women face internal and external barriers that hinder their potential. 

While research has illuminated the status of women in academic leadership, significant 

obstacles remain, including conscious and unconscious bias. However, the advancement 

of high-potential women into leadership positions is crucial to the advancement of edu-

cation. Prioritizing this goal is essential to ensure the optimal education for future gener-

ations and society. 

 

1.4 Gender Pay Gap 
The gender pay gap is defined as the difference in earnings between men and women, 

typically expressed as the difference in median or average wages or salaries earned by 

men and women in the workforce. 

Roussille (2024) employs data from Hired.com to investigate the influence of gender-

based differences in salary expectations on the gender pay gap in online labor markets for 

engineering roles. The study indicates that women tend to request lower salaries than 

men, and that the respective difference in salary demands plays a significant role in the 

observed gender gaps in offer and final salary offers. Additionally, the study establishes 

a causal link between initial salary requests and subsequent offers by exploiting an unex-

pected change in salary requests on the platform. The results indicated that women who 

requested higher salaries did not experience any adverse consequences in terms of the 

number of bids or final offers received. 

Furthermore, the report discloses an adjusted gender ask gap of 2.9% among high-wage 

tech workers. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that the 3.3% raw bid gap can be fully 

explained by the ask gap alone, with women receiving slightly more bids and final offers 
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than men. The study highlights the necessity of recognizing the circumstances under 

which women can request higher compensation without encountering adverse conse-

quences. 

Although women have made progress in the economic sphere, the gender pay gap (GPG) 

remains a persistent problem for gender equality. The study (Farrugia et al., 2024) en-

deavors to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the role of family and work-

related policies, with a particular focus on family-friendly measures (FFMs), in contrib-

uting to and perpetuating the gender pay gap (GPG) in Malta. The study examines this 

issue from both a macroeconomic and microeconomic perspective, with a particular em-

phasis on the financial and insurance sectors. 

 The study reveals that some family-friendly policies (FFPs) at the macro and policy lev-

els exhibit a gendered approach. For instance, the unequal duration of maternity leave (18 

weeks) in comparison to paternity leave (1 day) perpetuates gender roles and stereotypes, 

ultimately contributing to the gender pay gap (GPG) over time. Nevertheless, certain fam-

ily-friendly measures (FFMs), such as parental leave, career breaks, urgent family leave, 

teleworking, flexible working hours, and reduced working hours, appear to have a more 

gender-neutral approach. At the micro level of organizational analysis, the gender pay 

gap persists as a consequence of the operation of hidden biases based on an ideal worker 

rooted in masculine standards. Furthermore, mothers with greater care responsibilities 

and reliance on family-friendly policies face greater challenges in advancing their careers 

and continue to bear the highest burden for undertaking family-related unpaid work. 

Furthermore, the European Parliament (2023) asserts that the implementation of the Pay 

Transparency Directive represents a significant advancement and that there is an imme-

diate necessity for decisive political measures to address the gender pay gap. Furthermore, 

employers are prohibited from inquiring about a candidate's salary history and are obliged 

to implement gender-neutral pay structures. Furthermore, job advertisements must be 

non-discriminatory, and employees have the right to request their salary information in 

order to compare it with others in similar roles, regardless of the size of the company. 

This facilitates the identification of gender pay disparities and enables employees to pur-

sue equitable redress in the event of discrimination. 

The perceptions of what constitutes fair pay, as discussed by scholars (Buchel, Luijkx, & 

Achterberg, 2021; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004), play an important role in perpetuating 
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inequality. Some researchers (Auspurg, Hinz, & Sauer, 2017; Thébaud & Pedulla, 2016) 

posit that the lack of progress in reducing the gender pay gap (GPG)—the discrepancy 

between men's and women's actual earnings—is attributable, at least in part, to the per-

sistence of gendered beliefs (Ridgeway, 2011) and the tendency to rationalize existing 

differences (Sauer, 2020). 

Auspurg et al. (2017); Jasso, Shelly, and Webster (2019); and Sauer (2020) posit that the 

actual pay gap is often perceived as an expected and fair gap, regardless of whether it 

stems from inherent or acquired status. Furthermore, they argue that people tend to justify 

existing inequalities based on different types of available information. 

 In 2019, the average unadjusted gender pay gap (GPG) in the 27 EU countries surveyed 

was 14.1%, a figure that had remained relatively stable over the previous decade. 

GPGs are higher for workers with more human capital, such as older workers with tertiary 

or post-tertiary education and longer tenure, as well as those with full-time and permanent 

contracts. 

Moreover, the findings of Hurley et al. (2021) and Mari and Luijkx (2020) indicate that 

these trends are the result of the cumulative impact of gender and parenthood-related ca-

reer interruptions, particularly for women. 

Furthermore, there is a substantial body of evidence indicating that parenthood has a det-

rimental impact on women's wages and career progression. Studies conducted in different 

regions, including the United States (England et al. 2016), Western Europe, Central Eu-

rope (Cukrow-ska-Torzewska and Matysiak 2020), Eastern Europe (Nizalova, 

Sliusarenko and Shpak 2016), and Australia (Cooke 2014), consistently demonstrate that 

mothers experience wage losses and a decline in occupational status. These penalties, 

colloquially referred to as "motherhood wage penalties," exhibit considerable variation 

across countries, with their shape being influenced by a multitude of factors, including 

welfare policies, tax systems, income levels, occupational prestige, the number of chil-

dren, and specific occupations.  

Conversely, with the exception of those on paternity leave, men tend to receive financial 

rewards and bonuses for fatherhood, resulting in higher wages compared to men who do 

not have children. 

The respective reports are further corroborated by the findings of Wysieńska-Di Carlo & 

Karpiński (2024), which evaluate gender pay gaps based on the results of interviews 
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conducted with Polish individuals of working age. It is noteworthy that both male and 

female respondents perceived the existence of a gender pay gap as an acceptable phenom-

enon. Moreover, the report identifies broader gender pay gaps among older workers and 

in highly regarded, male-dominated professions.  It is noteworthy that the gender pay 

gaps observed in female-dominated occupations were comparable to those observed in 

male-dominated occupations. 

The study also illustrates the relationship between gender and parenthood status on earn-

ings expectations. It was found that both mothers and fathers are perceived as more de-

serving of higher earnings than childless workers. 

Furthermore, this finding challenges the hypothesis that parenthood status accounts for 

the differences in how men and women view gender differences in perceptions of pay.  In 

conclusion, the study by Wysieńska-Di Carlo & Karpiński (2024) indicates that gender 

and occupational characteristics are significant factors influencing perceptions of fair 

earnings and gender pay differentials. 

1.5 Horizontal segregation 
The continued horizontal segregation of the sexes in the workplace represents a signifi-

cant obstacle to gender equality. This phenomenon, whereby men and women are con-

centrated in different occupational roles, is a persistent challenge that requires urgent at-

tention. Women are disproportionately represented in certain sectors or occupations, 

which are often referred to as "female-dominated." 

As stated in the report on labor market dynamics (Valencia-Contrera & Rivera-Rojas, 

2024), horizontal segregation remains a persistent challenge affecting gender equality in 

the workforce worldwide. Moreover, the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE, 

2021) developed an index to measure progress in addressing gender segregation in the 

European Union and to provide insight into areas in need of improvement. As indicated 

in the annual report, a marginal increase of 0.2 points was observed in comparison to the 

2018 data. In addition to the aforementioned points, the low and stable score of 61.3% 

observed in the 2019 report on the quality of work indicates a significant degree of gender 

segregation in the workplace. 

The International Labor Organization and the United Nations Development Program 

(2019) published a report that highlights the differences in gender segregation over the 

years on eight Latin American countries. Furthermore, the authors recognize the 
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significance of conducting studies to assess gender segregation, particularly in Latin 

America, in order to encourage the scientific community to study the health of workers 

and to facilitate the development of public policies and health programs that are aligned 

with the realities of each country. 

In accordance with the preceding reports, Cattani & Rizza (2024) analyze the impact of 

the transition from manufacturing to service-based economies on gender employment 

patterns. The report discusses the increase in women's employment rates, particularly in 

the service sector, and the emergence of new social risks as a result of maintaining a 

balance between work and family responsibilities. Furthermore, the report highlights hor-

izontal segregation, which in this context refers to the situation where women are 

overrepresented in precarious and low-skilled jobs. Furthermore, this report examines the 

concept of gender inequalities in order to elucidate the challenges and discrepancies re-

lated to female employees in various occupational sectors and to elucidate a number of 

traditional assumptions related to women's work. 

Furthermore, this study examines the relationship between gender, occupation, and men-

tal health using data from 38,066 female professionals in Western Europe. It highlights 

work-related risks that have a negative impact on the mental health of female employees, 

such as work overload, violence, and challenging client interactions observed in interac-

tive service jobs. This is contrary to the belief that lower wages in female-dominated 

occupations, such as health professionals, legal-cultural professionals, and teachers, es-

pecially with shift and weekend work, are compensated by better working conditions.  

In conclusion, the Cattani & Rizza (2024) report examines the importance of studying 

and evaluating customer-employee relationships and implementing gender-specific 

measures to reduce mental health risks, especially in the field of interactive services. It 

also considers the role of microclasses in the mental health of career-oriented women. 

In accordance with the aforementioned reports, White & White (2006) posit that occupa-

tional roles are frequently classified as either more masculine or more feminine. 

 As Fruehwirth et al. (2024) posit, occupations within the domains of science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) are associated with masculine characteristics, in-

cluding agency, whereas occupations within the domains of care work are associated with 

feminine characteristics, including communion. As Bundesagentur für Arbeit (2019) con-

firms, in Germany, only approximately 15% of employees in STEM occupations are 
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women. Furthermore, women in STEM occupations are also more likely to work part-

time compared to men. In contrast, the majority of employees in care work occupations, 

which often receive less social recognition and pay compared to other occupations, are 

women, at around 77%. This highlights that men are significantly more involved in STEM 

occupations compared to women. 

Moreover, Fruehwirth et al. (2024) draw attention to the overrepresentation of men in 

STEM and care work occupations in 202 currently approved German textbooks. Moreo-

ver, the gender-stereotypical belief that gainful employment belongs primarily to men 

remains dominant, as noted by Aulenbacher (2018). This highlights a series of problems. 

As textbooks are utilized on a daily basis in educational institutions for extended periods, 

they serve as a foundational socialization instrument that influences the perception of 

what is masculine or feminine, as well as career choices and other behaviors. It is there-

fore of the utmost importance to prioritize the inclusion of gender-fair and gender-neutral 

representation of occupations in textbooks. 

In conclusion, horizontal segregation represents a significant obstacle to achieving gender 

equality in the workplace.  To address this issue, a multi-pronged approach is necessary, 

including research into its effects, policy changes to promote equal opportunities, and 

educational initiatives to challenge gender stereotypes. 

1.6 Maternity 
Maternity leave presents numerous challenges for women attempting to reconcile their 

parental responsibilities with their career aspirations. These challenges include concerns 

about the potential for skills erosion during extended leaves, logistical difficulties associ-

ated with shorter breaks, the inadequacy of support systems for reintegration into the 

workforce, the diversity of workplace cultures, and the pervasiveness of negative attitudes 

towards returning mothers. 

The work of Son (2024) examines the historical evolution of paid maternity leave as a 

response to concerns about maternal and infant health in the late 19th and early 20th cen-

turies. Initially, legislation focused on protecting the well-being of pregnant women by 

restricting their employment around the time of childbirth. Nevertheless, recognizing the 

economic and financial vulnerability of women, especially those from low-income back-

grounds, legislators, who were predominantly male policymakers and aligned with 

broader welfare initiatives, adopted a more dynamic approach by formally providing 



INVISIBLE STRUGGLES 
WORKPLACE CHALLENGES CONFRONTED BY WOMEN 

16 

some financial support for expectant mothers who were unable to work. In contrast, the 

introduction of paid maternity leave was delayed and presented greater challenges for 

women in some countries with less developed welfare systems. 

In 2018, Daly and Ferragina conducted a study confirming that the foundation of work-

family policy represents paid maternity leave as the first social policy for female workers. 

Furthermore, in Western countries, it was introduced between the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, when women still did not have the formal right to participate in political deci-

sion-making. Furthermore, the report posits that the early development of paid maternity 

leave was driven by women's political struggles and provided enhanced opportunities for 

women to leverage their political influence. In fact, women's political participation was a 

foundational prerequisite for the establishment of paid maternity leave. 

Furthermore, O'Brien & Arnold (2024) highlight the experiences of mothers employed in 

the film and television sector in Ireland, emphasizing that they are often perceived as a 

"problem" due to the perceived incompatibility of their parental responsibilities with their 

work in the creative industries (CI). Despite the belated attention to gender equality in 

Irish CI policy, pregnancy and motherhood continue to be regarded as issues for mothers 

to resolve independently, rather than being addressed in a structural and fundamental 

manner. The study, which was based on interviews with 12 mothers working in the re-

spective sectors, revealed that self-responsibility is evident at all stages of motherhood. 

This includes managing pregnancy at work, the challenges that mothers face during ma-

ternity leave and returning to work, balancing caring and work responsibilities, and the 

expectation that mothers will find solutions to these challenges on their own. Further-

more, the responsibility of identifying suitable solutions to the challenges faced by work-

ing mothers has the potential to perpetuate prejudices, discrimination, and inequalities 

related to their parental status. The report emphasizes the crucial need for the Creative 

Industries (CIs) to understand the importance of structural and cultural change in order to 

shift the responsibility away from women workers personally. 

Furthermore, a study by Allen et al. (2024) presents the challenges of working mothers 

returning to their jobs in the anesthesia sector after maternity leave. This qualitative study 

was conducted in Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand and aimed to identify influential 

factors in order to provide a framework to assist in planning re-entry. 
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Five key themes emerged from the 13 semi-structured interviews: the length of leave, 

planning for return, workplace culture, impact on career, and emotional impact. Partici-

pants expressed concerns about the potential for deskilling for longer leaves and logistical 

challenges for shorter leaves. Career-oriented women faced inadequate and informal 

planning processes for returning to work. Workplace culture was seen as a valuable fac-

tor, but now varies between countries. Some negative attitudes towards returning to work 

were observed, such as difficulties in accessing permanent work, which had some career 

implications. Finally, many participants acknowledged that there had been changes in 

their professional and personal identities, which had had a negative impact on their emo-

tional well-being. 

In conclusion, this research identifies factors that can facilitate the return to work of cli-

nicians after maternity leave and acknowledges challenges, including negative attitudes, 

which may impede women's careers in anesthesia. Consequently, there is a shortage of 

female leaders in the workplace. 

1.7 Leadership 
As indicated by the most recent data from Elizabeth Goryunova and Susan R. Madsen 

(2024), there has been a modest yet discernible advancement in women's leadership roles 

in business. The International Labor Office (ILO) has observed a slight increase in the 

representation of women in managerial and executive positions, rising from 30% in 2010 

to 32.4% in 2019. Nevertheless, significant disparities persist across countries and sec-

tors.  

The World Economic Forum's (WEF) Global Gender Gap (2022) report highlights the 

fact that women hold an average of 36.9% of managerial and executive positions across 

industries. However, this proportion is not uniformly distributed across sectors. Indeed, 

some non-governmental and membership organizations, education, personal services, 

welfare, and healthcare, which are more associated with female workers, demonstrate a 

higher level of gender parity in leadership, with approximately 46-47% of leadership po-

sitions compared to sectors which are dominated by male employees, such as energy, 

manufacturing, and infrastructure, which range from 16-20%. Indeed, the public sector 

appears to offer a greater number of leadership opportunities for women than the private 

sector. 



INVISIBLE STRUGGLES 
WORKPLACE CHALLENGES CONFRONTED BY WOMEN 

18 

Furthermore, the current data on the representation of women leaders in business envi-

ronments serves as an essential rule for understanding and tracking the progress of wom-

en's empowerment. This can lead to positive and significantly improved correlations be-

tween board gender diversity and company performance. For example, Green and New-

lands (2015) report that having at least one woman on the board increases the quality of 

governance and reduces the likelihood of the company engaging in fraudulent activities. 

Furthermore, Madsen's (2015) report indicates that companies with a higher proportion 

of female employees in management and leadership positions may benefit from improved 

financial performance, a stronger organizational climate, improved corporate social re-

sponsibility and reputation, better use of talent, and increased innovation and collective 

intelligence. 

Furthermore, Deloitte's (2022) Progress at a Snail's Pace report corroborates that the 

global average for women on boards in 2021 will be 19.7 per cent, representing an im-

provement of 2.8 per cent from 2019. The Deloitte 'stretch factor' for women holding 

multiple board seats also indicates a slight increase of 1.3 in 2021, suggesting a greater 

commitment, which is more evident in some countries with mandatory board quotas, as 

they are legally required to engage a wider constituency.  

Despite improvements in the representation of women in leadership roles, women remain 

under-represented at the most senior levels of companies worldwide. According to a 2022 

study by Deloitte, only 6.7% of board chairs, 5% of CEOs, and 15.7% of CFOs were held 

by women in 2021. Moreover, the WEF (2022) reports that certain industries, including 

technology, energy, and supply chain/transportation, which were previously identified as 

having the lowest proportion of female executives, have demonstrated a higher rate of 

female hiring than male hiring in 2021. 

Moreover, women are more successful in certain industries and are also more likely to 

reach senior positions in certain C-suite or director roles. This is evidenced by Grant 

Thornton's report, which indicates that in 2021, women will hold 38% of human resources 

director positions, 36% of chief finance officer positions, 23% of chief marketing officer 

positions, 22% of chief operating officer positions, and 21% of chief information officer 

positions globally. 
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As Adler (2015) notes, a significant proportion of women in senior executive roles have 

established their own businesses. In a similar vein, women in established companies share 

a common background in their home country, which is a key factor in their success. 

Concurrently, the McKinsey and Lean In's Women in the Workplace 2022 report high-

lights the obstacles and challenges that impede women's representation in leadership 

roles. McKinsey has long emphasized the "broken rung," which refers to the disparity in 

promotion rates between women and men from entry-level to managerial positions. Con-

sequently, fewer women than men have the opportunity to advance to senior leadership 

positions. The report indicates that the proportion of women who reach and progress 

through the various levels of management is 48% at entry level, 40% at manager level, 

36% at senior manager level, 32% at vice president level, 28% at senior vice president 

level, and 26% at C-suite level (McKinsey & Lean In, 2022). 

Finally, Noland (2016) posits that there are benefits to business performance when there 

are a significant number of female leaders. This highlights the importance of creating a 

pipeline of female leaders, rather than simply filling the higher leadership positions with 

women. 

1.8 Conclusion 
 

The research presented in this chapter illuminates the persistent challenge of the gender 

gap in the workplace. From underrepresentation in leadership roles (Zhang & Wu, 2024) 

and persistent pay gaps (Roussille, 2024) to horizontal segregation (Valencia-Contrera & 

Rivera-Rojas, 2024) and the complexities of balancing work and family for mothers 

(O'Brien & Arnold, 2024), women continue to face significant barriers to achieving equal-

ity in the workplace. 

Furthermore, this thesis has demonstrated the multifaceted nature of the issue, emphasiz-

ing the role of unconscious, deeply entrenched societal norms regarding gender roles and 

a lack of supportive structures for working parents. 

The resolution of the gender gap in the workplace necessitates a multifaceted approach. 

Organizations should implement a range of initiatives, including unconscious bias train-

ing and measures to ensure equal pay and leadership opportunities. Policy changes, such 

as those pertaining to extended parental leave, affordable childcare, and flexible working 

arrangements, can facilitate the support of working parents. It is imperative that 
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educational efforts be undertaken to challenge gender stereotypes in order to encourage 

girls to pursue careers in traditionally male-dominated fields. Ongoing research is essen-

tial to refine these strategies and create a truly inclusive workplace for all.



 

 

2. CHAPTER 

CHAPTER 2.  
WOMEN'S EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE 

PARTICIPATION IN IRAN 

2.1 Introduction 
The investigation of women's roles and challenges in various sectors of Iranian society is 

of paramount importance for comprehending the intricacies and dynamics of gender dy-

namics in contemporary Iran. This chapter draws upon a rich tapestry of scholarly re-

search and empirical studies to navigate the nuanced experiences of Iranian women in 

key sectors. These include broadcasting (Ghasemi 2020), tourism (Carrasco-Santos et al. 

2024), public sector careers (Javadian and Addae 2013), and workforce participation 

(Rostami-Povey 2016). Each study illuminates distinct facets of the challenges and op-

portunities that shape women's professional trajectories in Iran. 

2.2 Beyond the Revolution: Education, Employment, and the  
Paradox of Progress for Iranian Women 

The Paradox of Progress: The Iranian Revolution of 1979, driven by a desire for social 

justice and independence, presented a complex situation for women's education and em-

ployment, as argued by Rostami-Povey (2016). The modernization initiatives of the Shah, 

which resulted in a 31% increase in female university enrollment by 1979, did not address 

the broader socio-economic inequalities that persisted in Iran. This uneven development, 

coupled with political repression, gave rise to widespread discontent. The Islamic Repub-

lic, which was established following the revolution, initially promised to address eco-

nomic marginalization. However, the Islamic Republic soon implemented a conservative 
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interpretation of Islamic law, which restricted women's rights and access to education and 

employment. 

The Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) proved to be a pivotal moment in the country's history. 

With men at the war front, women were called upon to assume crucial roles in the work-

force and participate in political demonstrations. The wartime mobilization not only chal-

lenged traditional gender roles but also fostered a sense of collective agency among 

women. The 1990s witnessed the emergence of a unified women's movement, transcend-

ing the ideological divides between secular and religious women. The collective advocacy 

of the movement for educational and employment rights underscored the paradox of a 

revolution that initially promised social justice but ultimately restricted women's oppor-

tunities. 

The period following the Second World War saw a renewed focus on education as a result 

of the reconstruction efforts that were undertaken. The infusion of capital into public ser-

vices, particularly education, led to a notable increase in the number of individuals enrol-

ling in universities, both male and female. Despite conservative pressures to limit female 

education, women's participation in higher education has increased significantly, partic-

ularly in science and technology fields. This educational advancement was accompanied 

by some legal reforms regarding divorce, child custody, and employment opportunities. 

Nevertheless, these reforms remained constrained, and women continued to encounter 

significant obstacles in the workplace. 

The expansion of women's education has not been overlooked by conservative elements 

within the Iranian government. Anxiety about social change and the potential challenges 

to patriarchal norms led to the implementation of quotas and geographic restrictions on 

women's university options. The objective of these measures was to restrict women's ac-

cess to higher education, particularly in disciplines that were deemed unsuitable for them. 

Nevertheless, these initiatives proved largely ineffective, with the number of women en-

rolled in higher education continuing to rise. 

Although women have made considerable progress in terms of educational attainment, a 

number of challenges remain. In certain academic disciplines, women have achieved 

higher success rates than men. Nevertheless, access to postdoctoral studies and formal 

employment opportunities remains constrained. The election of President Rouhani in 

2013 offered a glimmer of hope for a relaxation of social restrictions and economic 



WOMEN'S EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION IN IRAN 

23 

sanctions, both of which have had a negative impact on women's education and employ-

ment prospects. As Iran navigates its complex political and social landscape, the future 

of women's education and employment remains a matter of critical importance. 

Furthermore, it illustrates the paradoxical nature of progress for women in Iran, where 

educational advancements coexist with social and legal restrictions. 

The employment situation of women in Iran is a complex one, comprising a number of 

interrelated factors. Despite the high level of educational attainment among Iranian 

women, their participation in the formal sector remains limited (Iran Statistical Yearbook, 

2012-2013). Only 15% of the economically active population is female, with the majority 

concentrated in service industries (49%), followed by agriculture (26%) and industry 

(25%) (Iran Statistical Yearbook, 2012-2013). Although there has been a slight increase 

in female participation in government positions (35%) compared to the pre-revolution 

era, men still dominate these roles (65%) (Rostami-Povey, 2010a). Similarly, women 

hold a minority of manufacturing jobs, although there has been a small recent increase 

(Rostami-Povey, 2010a). 

The limited access to formal employment can be attributed to a complex interplay of 

factors. Patriarchal social structures and ideology impede women's advancement to lead-

ership and decision-making positions (Rostami-Povey, 2010a). Moreover, the policies of 

President Ahmadinejad from 2005 to 2013 were designed to discourage full-time work 

for women, promoting part-time work, early retirement, and even polygamy (Kadivar, 

2012; Koolaee, 2012). 

Nevertheless, Iranian women demonstrate remarkable resilience and agency. Moreover, 

Iranian women are actively engaged in the vast and dynamic informal economy, encom-

passing a wide range of activities (Rostami-Povey, 2010). This encompasses unpaid fam-

ily labor, home-based businesses such as crafts and food production, street vending, and 

even work in unregistered cafés. The advent of social media platforms such as Facebook 

and Instagram has enabled women to extend their reach by selling products online (Zanan 

Journal, 2014). It is notable that an increasing number of young, educated women are 

entering the traditionally male-dominated property and financial markets. 

Iranian women encounter a complex array of obstacles in their pursuit of employment. 

The pervasive influence of rigid societal norms has the effect of relegating women to 

domestic duties, thereby impeding their access to leadership positions and decision-
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making spheres (Nejadbahram, 2012). This burden is further compounded by the phe-

nomenon of the "double shift," whereby women are required to balance demanding do-

mestic responsibilities with professional aspirations, often working longer hours to prove 

their worth (Rostami-Povey, 2010). 

The educational system, while facilitating women's entry into their chosen fields, is defi-

cient in equipping them for leadership roles and political influence. Moreover, the main-

stream media perpetuates traditional gender roles, thereby failing to acknowledge the sig-

nificant contributions women make to society (Farhadpour, 2012). 

The legal framework presents a complex and multifaceted picture, which is further com-

plicated by the interplay of various factors. The constitution guarantees equal citizenship 

rights, and some family law reforms support women who choose not to work outside the 

home. Nevertheless, discriminatory elements remain embedded within family, employ-

ment, and criminal law. In numerous instances, customary law regards women as depend-

ents, thereby constraining their access to leadership roles (Hoodfar, 2000; Nejadbahram, 

2012). For instance, Article 1117 of the Civil Law permits husbands to restrict their wives' 

work based on perceived family interests. 

Notwithstanding these constraints, Iranian women demonstrate remarkable agency. Many 

women, particularly those from poorer families, circumvent restrictions by engaging in 

informal sector employment, where husbands' permission is not required. In families that 

value women's contributions, there is a possibility that they may encourage or even re-

quire their employment, which could render discriminatory laws less of an obstacle. 

Despite the limitations imposed by the system, Iranian women are actively engaged in the 

economy, both formally and informally. This serves to illustrate the constraints of a pa-

triarchal structure that impedes national development by failing to recognize the potential 

of women. While legal reforms are necessary, women's agency and their growing pres-

ence in the informal sector suggest a potential shift in gender dynamics within Iran. 

In conclusion, the relationship between gender and education in Iran is a dynamic one, 

exhibiting both continuity and change over time. While traditional forces persist, women's 

activism is constantly pushing for change within the male-dominated system. This ongo-

ing conflict suggests that the future of gender relations in Iran remains uncertain. How-

ever, there are indications that the tide may be slowly turning. 
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2.3 Beyond the Degree: Gendered Perceptions and Employment 
Realities for Iranian University Students 

In their 2011 study, Rezai-Rashti and Moghadam examine the intricate relationship be-

tween women's access to higher education and their subsequent participation in the Ira-

nian workforce. To this end, they utilize data obtained through interviews with 51 univer-

sity students and professors at five higher education institutions in Tehran and Isfahan 

between 2007 and 2009. The participants represented a diverse range of academic disci-

plines, including mathematics, engineering, social sciences, and women's studies. It is 

notable that all interviewees discussed the perceived benefits of higher education, as well 

as the perceived barriers to women's employment opportunities after graduation. 

As indicated by the participants, universities serve as a platform that enhances both wom-

en's and men's awareness, providing them with an opportunity to interact that may not be 

feasible in other social settings (Rezai-Rashti, 2011). In general, women indicated that 

university environments provide a secure environment for them to develop self-assur-

ance, particularly for those who excel academically. For instance, Zahra, a female gradu-

ate student, recounted her personal experience, stating that despite initially avoiding in-

teractions with men when she entered university, her exceptional academic performance 

during her bachelor's degree gradually boosted her confidence, leading her to feel com-

fortable and equal in her relationships with both men and women. 

Hamid, a male engineering student, observed the evolving dynamics between men and 

women and how women's increased participation in university life positively influences 

men's perceptions of women's capabilities. He observed that, despite the preponderance 

of male students in his department, some female students exhibited superior intelligence, 

with one woman achieving the highest marks in their fourth-year engineering class. 

In terms of employment, a male Ph.D. student, Hossein, drew attention to the lack of 

incentives for men to pursue higher education due to the uncertainty surrounding the pos-

sibility of securing well-paying jobs in the future. Conversely, he proposed that for 

women, employment prospects are less of a concern, as they are traditionally expected to 

be financially supported by men. This perspective was further elucidated by Shirin, a 

female undergraduate student, who observed that women are confronted with a narrower 

range of options than men. A significant proportion of women pursue higher education 

as a necessity rather than a choice. 
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In their interviews, the women emphasized enrolling in university out of personal interest 

and the necessity of obtaining a university degree for better job prospects, given the low 

status and pay associated with jobs requiring only a high school diploma. Moreover, the 

women interviewed emphasized the limited job opportunities available to women com-

pared to men. They cited occupations such as taxi driving, factory work, and construction, 

which are typically inaccessible to women. 

Moreover, the women interviewed discussed the challenges they face in the workplace 

due to gender biases, particularly in relation to the acceptance of female authority. More-

over, the women interviewed cited instances where they had been overlooked for super-

visory or managerial positions due to perceptions that male employees would not respect 

their authority. 

The insights gained from a focus group interview with university-educated women pro-

vide insight into their experiences navigating the job market. Furthermore, the partici-

pants underscored the significance of personal connections, or par-ti bazi, in securing 

employment. It was observed that a significant proportion of jobs are obtained through 

the establishment of connections with individuals occupying higher positions. This reli-

ance on connections was perceived as particularly significant for women seeking posi-

tions in technical fields, where male dominance persists. 

In addition, the focus group participants identified obstacles to promotion and managerial 

positions for women in the workplace. The participants provided examples of instances 

where gender discrimination hindered their career advancement. They cited instances 

where single women were passed over for promotion or faced challenges due to their 

hijab. 

Finally, some participants discussed the challenges of working in religiously conservative 

environments, noting the potential implications for their professional opportunities and 

respect within such settings. This underscores the intricate intertwining of religious ide-

ology and gender dynamics in the workplace, which can influence women's professional 

aspirations and experiences. 
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2.4 Educated Yet Underemployed: Unveiling the Paradox of  
Stagnant Female Labor Force Participation in Iran 

A study by Taheri et al. (2021) examines the perplexing phenomenon of a declining fe-

male labor force participation (FLFP) rate in Iran, a country witnessing a concurrent rise 

in women's educational attainment. While progress has been made in achieving Sustain-

able Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), which aims to ensure inclusive and quality education 

for all, the representation of women in the workforce (SDG 5, which aims to achieve 

gender equality) remains a cause for concern. In 2018, the participation rate of women in 

the workforce was only 16%. This apparent contradiction serves to highlight the persis-

tent challenges that continue to impede the full economic integration of women in Iran. 

A number of factors contribute to the phenomenon of FLFP stagnation. The continued 

prevalence of deeply entrenched social norms has resulted in the restriction of women's 

employment options, with certain types of work being deemed "inappropriate" for them. 

Moreover, the rigid segregation of jobs and industries based on gender concentrates 

women in a limited number of fields, often characterized by lower wages and fewer op-

portunities for advancement. Moreover, the effects of economic sanctions have also been 

disproportionately felt in sectors with a high concentration of female workers, thereby 

exacerbating the challenges they face. 

Despite these challenges, there are indications of progress. The social stigma attached to 

women in employment appears to be receding, particularly among those with higher lev-

els of education. This is evidenced by the growing number of women securing profes-

sional positions within the formal sector. These trends indicate a gradual shift in societal 

attitudes towards female employment. 

To accelerate the economic empowerment of women and achieve the gender equality 

goals outlined in SDGs 5 and 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), a multifaceted 

approach is required. In order to achieve the desired outcomes, it is essential that policy 

interventions prioritize the following areas: 

The empowerment of women entrepreneurs is a crucial aspect of achieving gender equal-

ity. By facilitating access to credit and streamlining business regulations, the government 

can create a more favorable environment for women to establish and grow their own busi-

nesses. 

One of the most significant challenges in achieving gender equality is the influence of 

gender norms. Programs that foster social change through education and promote gender-
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inclusive public spaces can facilitate greater societal acceptance of women's participation 

in the workforce. 

The removal of legal barriers represents a crucial aspect of this policy intervention. The 

removal of discriminatory legislation that restricts women's ability to seek employment 

without spousal permission or limits their access to parental leave benefits represents a 

crucial step towards the creation of a more equitable legal framework. 

The redistribution of caregiving responsibilities represents a crucial aspect of social pol-

icy. Investments in childcare and elderly care services can alleviate the burden of care 

work on women, thereby facilitating their pursuit of professional opportunities with 

greater ease. 

In conclusion, although Iran has made significant strides in educating its female popula-

tion, this progress has not been reflected in a proportional increase in female labor force 

participation. Deep-rooted social norms, economic constraints, and a gender-segregated 

labor market continue to impede women's full economic participation. The implementa-

tion of the policy recommendations would facilitate the creation of an environment that 

is more inclusive and enables women to contribute fully to the nation's economic and 

social development. 

 

2.5 Beyond Legislation: Balancing Work and Family for Iranian 
Working Mothers 

A study by Mehdizadeh (2011) examines the intricate interrelationship between work and 

family life for employed mothers in Iran, a nation undergoing a pivotal transformation in 

its social structure. As female labor force participation continues to rise, traditional gender 

roles are increasingly called into question, necessitating a re-evaluation of existing sup-

port systems. While legal frameworks, such as the Iranian Civil Code (Article 1168), posit 

shared parental responsibility, the reality falls short of this ideal. A significant discrep-

ancy exists between these pronouncements and the lived experiences of working mothers, 

who frequently bear the primary responsibility for childcare and domestic duties. For fur-

ther information, please refer to the source on traditional gender roles in Iran. This imbal-

ance represents a significant barrier to women's full professional participation. 

Policymakers have investigated a number of potential solutions to address this challenge. 

Proposals such as the introduction of paternal leave entitlements, which are supported by 
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existing legal frameworks, and the implementation of flexible work arrangements have 

the potential to promote a more equitable distribution of childcare responsibilities and to 

improve child well-being (Blossfeld & Drobnic, 2001). Nevertheless, the efficacy of such 

policies is frequently constrained by their scope, which frequently focuses on the public 

sector and neglects the nearly 60% of working mothers employed in the private sector 

(2006 Iranian census). 

Scholars such as Lister (2003) and Ellingsaeter (2006) argue that the most effective strat-

egy for supporting working mothers is the development of a robust and affordable child-

care system. The system should encompass a comprehensive range of options, including 

both formal daycare centers with stringent quality control measures and well-regulated 

informal care arrangements that cater to cultural preferences and diverse family struc-

tures. The implementation of such a system would necessitate a significant investment of 

government funds and collaboration with private sector stakeholders. 

Ultimately, achieving true work-family balance for Iranian working mothers necessitates 

a holistic approach that integrates adjustments to work time regulations with the estab-

lishment of readily available and accessible childcare facilities across all employment 

sectors. This approach must be informed by a critical analysis of existing policies, which 

should draw upon successful models from other developing nations. It would be benefi-

cial to include specific country examples in this analysis. It is only through the imple-

mentation of comprehensive reforms and a cultural shift towards shared parental respon-

sibility that Iran can create a supportive environment that empowers working mothers to 

fully participate in the workforce while fulfilling their familial obligations. 

2.6 Beyond Sanctions: National Political Economy and the  
Vicious Cycle Discouraging Iranian Women's Work 

This report examines the enigmatic trend of declining female participation in the labor 

force in Iran, despite the educational progress of women (Karshenas & Moghadam, 2023). 

The study employs a multi-faceted approach, drawing upon economic theory, feminist 

political economy, and institutionalism, to examine the intricate dynamics shaping the 

Iranian women's employment landscape, with a particular focus on national political 

economy factors. 

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has long been distinguished by low 

female labor force participation (FLRP) rates (Clark et al., 1991; Youssef, 1971). 



INVISIBLE STRUGGLES 
WORKPLACE CHALLENGES CONFRONTED BY WOMEN 

30 

However, Iran presents a particularly perplexing case. Despite rising educational attain-

ment among women (Assaad et al., 2017, 2020), recent decades have witnessed a dra-

matic decline in their workforce participation, exceeding 30 percent (Laudati & Pesaran, 

2021). It is evident that economic sanctions have a significant impact (Laudati & Pesaran, 

2021), yet this research goes beyond this to examine the paradox of Iranian women and 

work in greater depth. The study employs a multi-pronged approach, informed by eco-

nomic theory, feminist political economy, and institutionalism, to analyze data on urban 

women's participation across demographics. This encompasses a range of variables, in-

cluding age, marital status, educational attainment, and the sector in which employment 

is undertaken, whether public or private. Furthermore, the study examines the distinctive 

economic and political institutions of Iran, which have been documented to disadvantage 

women legally and economically (World Bank, 2021; Moghadam, 2013). Finally, in-

sights from social attitude surveys are incorporated to gain an understanding of how so-

cietal views may be evolving. 

The report indicates that the decline in FLRP in Iran is not attributable to regional cultural 

differences. The argument put forth is that national political economy factors are the pri-

mary driver of the decline in female workforce participation, creating a vicious cycle that 

discourages female participation in the workforce.  Four key forces have been identified 

as the primary drivers of the decline in female labor force participation in Iran. 

The expansion of state-controlled institutions has been identified as a significant contrib-

uting factor to the decline of FLRP in Iran.  The prevalence of state-controlled institutions 

has resulted in a decline in the financial stability of the central government (Said, 2015). 

This has resulted in the deterioration of social services that are essential for female em-

ployment, such as healthcare and education (Spierings et al., 2010). 

Economic isolation and sanctions have also been identified as key factors in the decline 

of FLRP in Iran. The impact of economic isolation and sanctions on female labor demand 

in specific sectors has been documented by Laudati and Pesaran (2021). This hampers the 

prospects of women, particularly those with a lower level of education (Klasen, 2019). 

The existing institutions have created a segmented labor market, with limited opportuni-

ties for women in the formal sector (Said, 2015). This frequently results in women being 

employed in low-wage, low-productivity roles within the informal sector (Karshenas, 

2001). 
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The promotion of the patriarchal family model. The regime's promotion of a patriarchal 

family model serves to discourage female workforce participation (Haghighat, 2005; 

Soltani, 2017). Furthermore, discriminatory legal frameworks that restrict women's mo-

bility, career options, and property inheritance rights serve to compound the problem. 

Rather than regional variations, the interplay of these national forces is posited to be the 

primary driver behind the recent trends observed in the FLRP in urban Iran.  This research 

illuminates the intricate web of factors influencing the participation of Iranian women in 

the workforce. This research underscores the pivotal role of legal frameworks and social 

attitudes in determining the gender wage gap and influencing female labor participation 

(Altonji &amp; Blank, 1999; Klasen, 2019). It is therefore of the utmost importance that 

this vicious cycle be dismantled if Iran is to fully realize the potential of its female popu-

lation. 

A substantial body of research indicates that increased female labor force participation is 

associated with a range of benefits, including economic growth, enhanced well-being for 

women and children, and greater political participation (Becker, 1971; Psacharopoulos & 

Tzannatos, 1989; Klasen, 2019; Walby, 2009). By addressing the national political econ-

omy factors identified in this research, Iran can pave the way for a more prosperous and 

sustainable future, not just economically, but also socially and politically. 

2.7 Beyond Bureaucracy: Unveiling Obstacles to Women's Ad-
vancement in Iran's Public Sector 

The study by Javadian and Y. In his 2013 study, Addae examines the ways in which 

organizational structures impede the advancement of educated Iranian women in the pub-

lic sector. Building on the insights of Kanter (1977) and Acker (1992), which emphasize 

the influence of organizational design, this research focuses on two key obstacles: bu-

reaucracy and occupational segregation. Bureaucracies, particularly those that deviate 

from Weber's ideal model (1922), have been the subject of criticism for perpetuating a 

male-dominated hierarchy that disadvantages women (see feminist critique). In Iran, pub-

lic sector bureaucracies diverge from the ideal type in areas such as recruitment, authority, 

and office management, creating challenges for women. 

Another significant barrier is occupational segregation, which channels women into spe-

cific jobs based on gender, not qualifications (Reskin & Hartmann, 1986). This phenom-

enon is evident globally, with women concentrated in healthcare and education, while 
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STEM fields remain male-dominated (Bear & Woolley, 2011). Despite the high female 

university enrollment rates observed in Iran, women's participation in the public sector 

workforce remains low (United Nations Development Program, 2010).  This underrepre-

sentation indicates that the skills and experience of Iranian women are not being fully 

utilized. While Western nations have achieved greater gender equity in public sector em-

ployment, Iran's unique context necessitates separate analysis. Despite ongoing efforts, 

women continue to encounter obstacles in attaining equality within organizations. Femi-

nist scholars have identified an inherent male advantage embedded in organizational 

structures (Acker, 1989).  This bias is evident across various domains, including econom-

ics (Waring, 1988) and leadership positions in international organizations (Metcalfe & 

Rees, 2010). Nevertheless, research indicates that women's participation in the workforce 

offers significant benefits.   

Empirical evidence indicates a correlation between elevated female representation and 

enhanced organizational performance (Francoeur et al., 2008; Meier et al., 2006).  

Women contribute to the diversity of perspectives and problem-solving approaches 

within an organization (Francoeur et al., 2008). Obtaining and wielding power within 

bureaucracies represents a significant challenge for women (Metcalfe & Rees, 2010).  It 

has been observed that informal power networks, which are crucial for success, often 

exclude women (Kottis, 1993). Moreover, their historical exclusion from the public 

sphere serves to marginalize their voices (Ferguson, 1984). Despite calls for reform, bu-

reaucracies continue to exert a dominant influence within public organizations (Schofield, 

2001). 

Like many women worldwide, Middle Eastern women are striving for equal rights and 

economic opportunities, challenging the traditional assumption that they are predomi-

nantly confined to their homes. Despite the growing number of women entering the work-

force, Middle Eastern women continue to face significant gender disparities in both social 

and economic spheres, influenced by cultural norms. For instance, in countries such as 

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates, women lack the right to vote and 

are notably underrepresented in senior positions in both business and politics. Within or-

ganizations, gendered occupational structures impede women's career progression, com-

pounded by socio-cultural and economic barriers such as mobility restrictions and limited 

access to training. 
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Iranian women share similar challenges with their Middle Eastern counterparts, but ex-

perience relatively more progressive conditions (Javadian and Singh, 2012). Despite the 

fact that women are permitted to work outside the home and that the number of women 

joining the workforce is growing, their participation remains low in comparison to their 

enrollment in higher education. Structural impediments within public institutions, in con-

junction with the low employment rate, contribute to this discrepancy, resulting in a 

smaller proportion of women occupying managerial roles. The growth of female entre-

preneurship in Iran can be attributed to the obstacles that have led women to pursue self-

employment as a more viable career option. 

 

The prevailing organizational structure in Iranian public institutions is predominantly bu-

reaucratic. This system has facilitated economic progress in numerous developed nations. 

However, in countries such as Iran, bureaucratic systems have become a hindrance to 

development due to a lack of alignment with other societal systems, particularly the legal 

framework (Vardinejad, 2010). This disharmony has resulted in the formation of incom-

plete bureaucracies, which are characterized by chaotic processes, a lack of customer fo-

cus, unclear rules, and relationship-oriented procedures (Vardinejad, 2010). Despite the 

pejorative label of "bureaucracy," Iranian public organizations continue to operate under 

the "rule of man," diverging significantly from Weber's ideal bureaucracy, which embod-

ies principles akin to democracy's "rule of law." 

 

The recruitment process in Iran's public sector diverges from Weber's ideal bureaucracy, 

which emphasizes regulated qualifications. In contrast, recruitment is frequently based on 

non-bureaucratic criteria such as gender, ethnicity, religion, and political ideology, which 

contributes to discriminatory workforce selection (Jamshidian, 1994). The Iranian Con-

stitution purports to guarantee equal rights, yet conditional clauses have the effect of lim-

iting women's access to employment opportunities (Noshiravani, 2009). Such conditions 

serve to perpetuate gender discrimination in hiring practices, particularly in public organ-

izations, where gender biases influence recruitment decisions (Iravani, 2008). 

Moreover, the Iranian bureaucratic structures lack the rational-legal authority advocated 

by Weber, resulting in highly centralized decision-making processes and personal biases 

dictating managerial actions (Jamshidian, 1994). This traditional form of authority 
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engenders a discriminatory work environment, particularly for women, who frequently 

encounter biased treatment and constrained career progression prospects (Ghorayshi, 

1996). 

Moreover, while the ideal bureaucracy is based on written and legal documents, Iranian 

bureaucracies frequently disregard regulations, relying instead on bribery and ideology-

driven procedures (Jamshidian, 1994). Despite the existence of regulations pertaining to 

equal pay, gender disparities persist in salary distribution, reflecting the continued influ-

ence of deeply entrenched gender ideologies (Romstami Povey, 2004). This ideological 

management approach has the potential to erode the economic value of working in public 

organizations for women, which may in turn contribute to their inclination towards self-

employment. 

In addition to the bureaucratic organizational structure, the prevalence of occupational 

segregation has a significant influence on women's career decisions and opportunities in 

many societies (Sneed, 2007). This segregation categorizes certain occupations as "gen-

dered," with societal perceptions designating some jobs as suitable for men and others for 

women (Acker, 1989). For instance, professions such as automotive repair are often as-

sociated with men, whereas roles such as childcare are typically perceived as more suita-

ble for women (Gutek, 1995). Such a division serves to legitimate the exclusion of women 

from certain fields and perpetuates the devaluation of women's work (Kuhlmann and 

Bourgeault, 2008). 

The concept of occupational segregation is theoretically grounded in the gender role 

framework. This phenomenon can be attributed to societal expectations regarding appro-

priate behaviors for men and women (Eagly, 1987). Masculinity is associated with agentic 

qualities such as assertiveness and dominance, while femininity is linked with communal 

traits like empathy and nurturing (Eagly, 1987). Consequently, occupations deemed ap-

propriate for men emphasize agentic qualities, while those for women prioritize commu-

nal characteristics (Ochieng Walumbwa et al., 2004). This segregation not only restricts 

career opportunities but also reinforces gender stereotypes, particularly evident in gov-

ernment employment, where gender often determines job assignments (Re-skin and Hart-

mann, 1986). 

Following the Islamic Revolution in 1979, women in Iran have faced a distinctive form 

of occupational segregation (Kar, 2010). While legal rights to certain positions were 
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rescinded, women's participation in public organizations increased, primarily driven by 

economic necessity (Noshiravani, 2009). However, these opportunities are predominantly 

limited to low-paid, low-skilled roles in sales, office work, teaching, and healthcare 

(Ghorayshi, 1996). A growing body of research indicates a growing dissimilarity between 

male and female occupations, with many fields becoming male-dominated (Alizadeh and 

Harper, 2003). 

 

A variety of theories propose that occupational segregation is the result of individual 

choices, organizational discrimination, and structural barriers (Sneed, 2007). In Iran, 

these factors converge, collectively shaping the landscape of occupational segregation. 

This is influenced by societal norms, organizational practices, and government policies 

(Kelly, 1991). Organizational discrimination and societal stereotypes frequently prompt 

women to pursue occupations that are perceived as socially acceptable, such as teaching. 

Moreover, government regulations serve to reinforce occupational segregation by limit-

ing women's access to certain professions (Alizadeh et al., 2000). 

The implications of occupational segregation in Iran extend beyond the limited career 

choices available to women to societal disapproval and governmental regulations that 

dictate acceptable professions for women (Bahramitash, 2003). Despite initiatives to en-

hance vocational training in specific sectors, such as healthcare, restrictive legislation 

continues to impede women's career prospects and perpetuate occupational segregation. 

Consequently, Iranian women encounter significant obstacles in accessing a range of ca-

reer pathways, which contributes to their comparatively low participation in the work-

force. 

Iranian women occupy a pivotal role in both the public and private sectors, offering in-

valuable expertise and a diverse range of experiences (Romstami Povey, 2004). With over 

65 percent of university entrants being women, Iran stands to benefit from their 

knowledge and skills as they transition from education to employment (Iran Statistics 

Centre, 2009). Their participation contributes to the flexibility and innovation of work-

places, which in turn enriches organizational dynamics and fosters growth opportunities. 

Nevertheless, Iranian women encounter obstacles to career progression due to the lack of 

structure within the bureaucratic system and the segregation of occupations. The advance-

ment of Iranian women is constrained by legal and governmental constraints, 
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underscoring the necessity for democratic reforms (Hook, 2010). While existing legisla-

tion may be conducive to gender equality, its enforcement is often lacking, perpetuating 

discriminatory practices in public organizations. Corruption, management, and adherence 

to the rule of law are crucial factors in creating an equitable work environment for women. 

Despite the potential for improvement in bureaucracy, gender disparities persist, necessi-

tating the implementation of comprehensive strategies to address women's participation 

in the workforce (United Nations Development Program, 2010). Enhanced public engage-

ment empowers women to advocate for change, yet their workforce participation remains 

low. The presence of female role models can serve as an inspiration to younger genera-

tions and facilitate social acceptance of women in the workforce. 

In order to gain an accurate understanding of women's career development, it is necessary 

to adopt a multifaceted approach that considers both individual and organizational factors 

(Fagenson, 1990). The "gender-organization-system" perspective offers insight into the 

manner in which societal norms and organizational contexts shape women's career trajec-

tories. Future research should investigate the impact of educational policies on occupa-

tional segregation and examine the experiences of self-employed women in order to gain 

insight into their challenges and survival strategies in an unsupportive market environ-

ment. 

Although Iranian women have made notable progress in education, gaining greater access 

to the workforce and other opportunities, they still encounter significant challenges in 

advancing their careers. The Iranian bureaucratic system, particularly within public insti-

tutions, is identified as the primary obstacle. These bureaucracies diverge from Weber's 

ideal type, particularly in recruitment practices, forms of authority, and office manage-

ment, thereby intensifying the difficulties encountered by women in the workplace. More-

over, occupational segregation represents a significant obstacle to the advancement of 

Iranian women in the workplace. Despite their qualifications, women are constrained in 

their professional opportunities by societal and familial expectations. 

Should these obstacles persist, Iranian women will continue to encounter difficulties in 

advancing their careers. The removal of these obstacles not only benefits women, but also 

contributes to the broader societal welfare. Despite the high levels of education and en-

trepreneurial activity among Iranian women, bureaucratic exclusion impedes their 
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potential contributions to the economy. Consequently, women are compelled to direct 

their abilities towards the private sector rather than the public domain. 

 

The growing participation of Iranian women in education and the workforce has height-

ened awareness of gender issues in the country, potentially paving the way for the dis-

mantling of patriarchal barriers. The replacement of the current ill-structured bureaucracy 

with one more aligned with Weber's ideal type, coupled with the elimination of occupa-

tional segregation, could significantly enhance Iran's economic prospects by increasing 

women's participation in the public sector. In light of the global focus on gender equality, 

progress in improving Iranian women's labor force participation could positively influ-

ence the country's international reputation and economic engagement. 

While the focus of our discussion is on the specific challenges faced by Iranian women, 

similar issues affect women worldwide. The underrepresentation of women in both the 

private and public sectors persists globally, with modern bureaucratic structures perpetu-

ating imbalances and inequalities. Occupational segregation remains a pervasive issue, 

particularly in STEM fields, across various nations. While some countries may implement 

regulations that impede women's involvement, modern democracies strive for gender 

equality. Nevertheless, disparities persist. 

In conclusion, while bureaucracies play a vital role, it is necessary to evolve their pro-

cesses and procedures in order to mitigate the discriminatory effects on women. It is 

therefore imperative that scholarly efforts be made to understand and address these issues 

if the goal of achieving improved representation and equality for women globally is to be 

achieved. 

2.7.1 Navigating the Labyrinth: Unveiling Gender Dynamics in Iran's 
Tourism Industry 

Despite the high female workforce participation in the global tourism industry (UNWTO, 

2019), persistent gender inequality persists (Carvalho et al., 2019). The existing research 

by Carrasco-Santos et al. (2024) explores leadership aspirations and gender dynamics in 

the context of tourism. However, their focus on Western contexts (Alarcón & Cole, 2019) 

fails to acknowledge the distinctive challenges faced by women in theocratic societies, 

such as Iran (Seyfi et al., 2023). Although the tourism industry employs a significant 

number of women on a global scale, opportunities for women in leadership roles remain 
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limited. This analysis is informed by Risman's gender structure theory (2018), which of-

fers a non-Western perspective on gender in tourism and promotes inclusive practices that 

empower Iranian women in the industry. 

Risman's theory posits that gender is not merely a matter of individual choices; rather, it 

is a complex social structure that is deeply embedded within various societal institutions 

(Risman, 2018). These institutions, which encompass family, education, and politics, play 

a pivotal role in the formation and perpetuation of gender norms. They establish a hierar-

chical structure that favors one gender over the other (Risman, 2004). The theory is struc-

tured around three interlinked levels of analysis. 

The individual level of analysis concerns the micro-level. This level of analysis concerns 

the self-perception of individuals in relation to gender, and its influence on personality, 

career aspirations, and decision-making processes. 

The second level of analysis is that of interactional processes. The examination considers 

how individuals navigate societal expectations associated with their gender when inter-

acting with colleagues, supervisors, and clients. 

The final level of analysis is institutional, which examines the macro-level influences on 

gender identity and behavior. This level of analysis examines the ways in which social, 

cultural, and organizational frameworks perpetuate distinctions between genders, influ-

encing access to resources, career advancement opportunities, and power dynamics 

within the tourism industry. 

Risman's framework has been successfully applied in tourism research to explore the 

challenges faced by women seeking leadership roles in hospitality (Segovia-Pérez et al., 

2019). 

The Iranian context is characterized by a complex interplay of cultural, religious, and 

gender norms.  

Iran's history reveals a complex interplay between modernization efforts and the rein-

forcement of conservative gender norms. While the pre-revolution period saw advance-

ments in women's education and limited access to the workforce, the 1979 revolution 

ushered in a new era of strict Islamic regulations that significantly impacted women's 

lives. 
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These regulations, which are informed by specific interpretations of Islamic law, restrict 

women's freedoms in both public and private spheres. Culturally reinforced expectations 

prioritize family obligations over career pursuits, thereby limiting women's opportunities 

for professional growth. The unequal access to education, employment, and societal priv-

ileges serves to further exacerbate gender inequality. Furthermore, Iranian family law also 

impedes women's mobility and labor market participation. In accordance with the pre-

vailing norms, husbands are designated as the primary providers, and women require 

spousal permission for passports and travel. This creates significant barriers to both em-

ployment and personal autonomy. 

The country's patriarchal structure has resulted in economic sanctions having a dispro-

portionate impact on Iranian women. This is due to the fact that increased unemployment 

has a greater effect on women, reinforcing male-dominated norms and perpetuating the 

gendered division of labor. Moreover, the paucity of employment opportunities has ren-

dered women particularly susceptible to exploitation and abuse. Despite their higher lev-

els of education, Iranian women experience unemployment rates that are disproportion-

ately high. Iran's low ranking in the Global Gender Gap Report is indicative of the perva-

siveness of gender discrimination, particularly in the realm of economic participation. 

Nevertheless, Iranian women are not passive bystanders. Their frustration with discrimi-

nation has fueled recent activism, exemplified by the "Women, Life, Freedom" move-

ment. This activism indicates a heightened level of historical consciousness among Ira-

nian women, who are actively challenging ideological taboos and fostering collective so-

cial capital.  

 

The tourism industry, which has traditionally been regarded as more accommodating to 

women, represents an ideal setting for these efforts to make a significant impact 

The centrality of these challenges is underscored by the pervasive patriarchal culture of 

Iranian society, which is reinforced by its theocratic system (Bagheri et al., 2022; Hoom-

infar & Zanganeh, 2021). This is consistent with Risman's (2018) gender structure theory, 

which postulates that societal institutions influence and reinforce gender norms within 

families and workplaces. The women described experiences of discrimination in deci-

sion-making, promotions, and access to leadership roles, which aligns with Risman's con-

cept of a hierarchical gender structure. 
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2.7.2 Beyond the Veil: Navigating Gendered Hierarchies in The Islamic 
Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) 

This study examines the evolving landscape of Iranian broadcasting and its impact on 

Muslim women. Negotiating Challenges and Agency at IRIB: A Case Study in the Inter-

section of Gender, Faith, and Professional Aspirations 

The Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) presents a fascinating case study for 

examining the intersection of gender, faith, and professional aspirations.   This research 

examines the experiences of Muslim women in navigating this complex workplace, 

shaped by both evolving social dynamics and entrenched religious codes (Ghasemi, 

2020). 

Prior to the 1979 Revolution, religious beliefs often discouraged women from pursuing 

careers in media, which was perceived as a secular domain (Khiabany, 2010). Women 

were largely excluded from the industry, which resulted in a media landscape that was 

devoid of their perspectives and experiences. Nevertheless, the post-revolutionary Islam-

ification of broadcasting initiated a period of change. As the media landscape underwent 

a transformation, opportunities were created for religious women to participate in content 

creation aligned with their faith (Esfandiary, 2012). This shift created new opportunities 

for Muslim women to engage with the media in a manner that aligned with their values. 

The concept of challenges and resilience is a fundamental aspect of the field of study.  

Despite the newfound opportunities, the research by Ghasemi (2020) reveals that IRIB 

remains a male-dominated environment with a clear gender bias. This is evidenced by 

two key challenges faced by Muslim women: One significant challenge for Muslim 

women in IRIB is limited career advancement. The organization exhibits vertical segre-

gation, with a paucity of women occupying management positions. The participants de-

scribed encountering a "glass ceiling" that restricts their promotions and professional 

growth (Ghasemi, 2020). Furthermore, horizontal segregation is evident, with women re-

porting instances of sexist attitudes and a general distrust of their capabilities from male 

managers. 

One challenge that Muslim women in IRIB face is navigating religious codes in the work-

place. IRIB's organizational culture, which is heavily influenced by traditional and reli-

gious beliefs, presents additional complexities for women. These cultural values are re-

flected in interactions between genders within the workplace, creating a tension between 
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professional duties and religious codes of conduct, particularly regarding physical prox-

imity with male colleagues. 

The process of navigating the landscape can be understood as a series of interrelated steps. 

In response to these challenges, participants adopted one of two main strategies: the skep-

tical and optimistic approaches. 

The skeptical approach is characterized by a tendency to view the situation with a degree 

of skepticism and a tendency to adopt a more objective perspective. This approach prior-

itizes the focus on professional duties and career development within the existing limita-

tions.  This approach entails the implementation of strategies such as the prioritization of 

assigned tasks and the avoidance of conflict with superiors. 

The Optimistic Approach This approach involves actively challenging the status quo and 

advocating for change.  This approach entails the utilization of strategies such as the ex-

pansion of boundaries, the negotiation of authority, and the advocacy for change, with the 

objective of the creation of a more equitable work environment.   

 

Both approaches demonstrate the various methods by which women navigate gender-

specific limitations and establish a presence within the media landscape. 

The research concludes with recommendations for improving women's working condi-

tions at IRIB. These include the establishment of transparent guidelines to prevent bias, 

the implementation of objective criteria for promotions, the recognition of women's con-

tributions, and the creation of equal opportunities for both genders. This would necessitate 

a multifaceted approach that addresses cultural norms, institutional policies, and work-

place practices that continue to perpetuate gender inequality.  Further research could be 

conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the male perspective within IRIB, to examine 

organizational policies in greater depth, and to utilize more comprehensive data collection 

methods in order to gain a more nuanced insight into the gender dynamics that are evolv-

ing within this media landscape. 

2.8 Conclusion 
In conclusion, Chapter 2 illuminates the challenges and opportunities for Iranian women 

across various sectors. From the resilience of Muslim women in broadcasting to the per-

sistent gender gaps in tourism and public sectors, the chapter reveals systemic barriers 

hindering women's progress. Despite the expansion of educational opportunities, cultural 
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norms and legal restrictions continue to impede women's participation in the formal work-

force. This has led to a paradoxical trend of increasing educational attainment and de-

creasing employment rates. Balancing career and family responsibilities remains a signif-

icant challenge, particularly in the absence of adequate support systems. Nevertheless, 

the chapter also identifies potential avenues for change, with recommendations encom-

passing bureaucratic reforms and policies supporting working mothers. Ultimately, ad-

dressing structural inequalities and promoting gender-sensitive policies are crucial for 

unlocking the full potential of Iranian women and fostering a more inclusive society. 



 

3. CHAPTER 

CHAPTER 3.BREAKING THE SILENCE: ADDRESSING 
WORKPLACE VIOLENCE AND HARASSMENT 

3.1 Introduction  
Iran's healthcare system is heavily reliant on its dedicated workforce, yet these essential 

workers are facing a hidden crisis: violence and harassment. Nurses frequently endure 

sexual harassment, often remaining silent due to concerns about the potential conse-

quences and cultural norms (Zeighami et al., 2022). Emergency responders, such as par-

amedics, experience violence, and female pharmacists face customer harassment (Sahebi 

et al., 2019; Kaveh et al., 2023). This alarming phenomenon is not exclusive to Iran; 

healthcare professionals globally have reported similar experiences (Emary et al., 2024). 

This chapter addresses this under-reported issue, with a particular focus on the experi-

ences of Iranian healthcare workers. This chapter will examine the cultural and social 

factors that influence the experiences of violence and harassment among Iranian 

healthcare workers. This thesis employs recent research, including the culturally relevant 

Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale (Zeighami et al., 2024), to illuminate the crisis in detail 

and recommend effective solutions. 

This chapter has the potential to have a significant impact beyond the Iranian healthcare 

system. By illuminating the specific challenges faced by Iranian workers, we can gain 

insights that are applicable to a global audience. This enhanced comprehension can in-

form the design of targeted interventions and systemic modifications that safeguard 

healthcare workers globally. 
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3.2 Under the Radar: Unmasking Workplace Violence and Under-
Reporting Among Healthcare Workers 

In comparison to other professions, healthcare workers are at a disproportionate risk of 

violence. A number of factors contribute to this alarming trend, including overcrowded 

facilities, communication difficulties, and the presence of aggressive patients or their rel-

atives. For instance, extended periods of waiting in emergency departments can result in 

frustration and disruptive behavior from patients, which may potentially escalate into vi-

olence towards staff. 

The consequences of Workplace Violence (WPV) extend beyond the immediate incident. 

Exposure to violence has the potential to disrupt workflows, hinder patient care, and result 

in adverse mental and physical health outcomes for healthcare providers. Studies have 

demonstrated a correlation between WPV and diminished job satisfaction, compromised 

work performance, and increased feelings of guilt, anger, anxiety, and depression among 

healthcare professionals. 

Although research indicates that the prevalence of WPV varies across different countries, 

it remains a significant global issue. It is of paramount importance to gain an understand-

ing of the specific experiences of healthcare workers with WPV if effective strategies are 

to be developed to combat this issue. A recent study by Emary et al. (2024) examined the 

experiences of healthcare workers regarding workplace violence, focusing on Malaysia 

and drawing insights from other countries as well. 

Following the identification of relevant studies, a qualitative synthesis approach was se-

lected for the analysis of the findings and the comprehensive understanding of healthcare 

workers' experiences with WPV. This method allows researchers to integrate insights 

from disparate qualitative studies, thereby providing a more comprehensive understand-

ing of the phenomenon than would be possible through individual studies. A search for 

pertinent studies was conducted using four online databases: The databases utilized for 

this search were ScienceDirect, PubMed, MEDLINE, and JSTOR. In order to ensure that 

the most up-to-date findings were considered, studies published between 2015 and 2021 

were included in the analysis. 

 

To ensure the studies' relevance and quality, rigorous inclusion criteria were established. 

Included studies were required to employ qualitative or mixed methods for data collection 

and analysis and to focus specifically on healthcare workers' experiences with workplace 
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violence. Moreover, the studies were required to investigate the factors that precipitate 

WPV, the incidence of both reported and unreported cases, and to be published in either 

English or Malay in academic journals. Studies that did not meet the established criteria, 

as well as those that were not primary research, were excluded from the review. Addi-

tionally, studies that were not related to WPV, or that were not conducted among 

healthcare workers, were excluded. Furthermore, studies published outside the designated 

timeframe (2015-2021) or not in English/Malay were excluded. 

The Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) tool was employed to assess the quality 

and methodology of the selected studies, thereby ensuring the overall strength of the re-

search used in the synthesis. Finally, a thematic synthesis was employed to analyze the 

selected studies. This approach entails the identification, analysis, and interpretation of 

recurring themes within the studies. Thematic synthesis enables researchers to categorize 

and summarize key findings related to healthcare workers' experiences with WPV. 

A total of 15 studies were included in the final analysis, which encompassed healthcare 

workers from various countries across the globe. The research methods employed were 

qualitative, with the majority of studies utilizing face-to-face interviews and others incor-

porating focus groups or open-ended surveys. The most frequently studied group of 

healthcare professionals was nurses. 

Thematic analysis identified three key themes related to WPV experiences. The initial 

theme identified was that verbal abuse constituted the most prevalent form of workplace 

violence against healthcare professionals. A review of the literature revealed that 

healthcare workers consistently reported facing a barrage of abusive language, including 

insults, threats, and degrading comments. The second theme examined the perceived 

causes of WPV. A number of factors were identified as contributing to this issue, includ-

ing instances where patients felt inadequately informed about their care, had unmet ex-

pectations regarding treatment, or experienced frustration due to long wait times or 

crowded facilities. Furthermore, the study identified poor communication between 

healthcare providers and patients/relatives, as well as factors related to patients them-

selves (e.g., pain, anxiety, substance abuse) and their relatives (e.g., stress from illness), 

as contributing elements. Finally, the third theme addressed the underreporting of WPV 

incidents. The studies revealed a concerning trend of a significant number of cases going 

unreported. A lack of support from management and the normalization of such incidents 
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by healthcare workers themselves were identified as potential reasons for under-report-

ing. 

Building on the identified themes, this review emphasizes the global nature of WPV in 

healthcare settings. Verbal abuse emerged as the most prevalent form of violence reported 

by healthcare workers across various countries, including Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, 

and many others. Although physical violence was less frequent, it remains a significant 

concern. 

The analysis identifies several factors that contribute to WPV. A tense atmosphere can be 

created when patients feel inadequately informed, frustrated by long wait times or 

crowded environments, or have unmet expectations regarding treatment. Moreover, sub-

stance abuse by patients can further exacerbate these situations. Furthermore, inadequate 

communication between healthcare providers and patients or relatives can result in mis-

understandings and heightened emotions. Furthermore, the stress and frustration experi-

enced by both healthcare workers and patients/relatives can also contribute to the creation 

of a volatile environment. 

It is of concern that the review revealed a considerable underreporting of WPV incidents. 

A lack of support from management and the normalization of such incidents by healthcare 

workers themselves may contribute to this underreporting. 

This highlights the urgent need to move beyond the perception that workplace violence 

is simply "part of the job." It is the responsibility of employers to create a safe and secure 

work environment for their employees. The implementation of specific policies and pro-

cedures to address WPV is of paramount importance. Such strategies should include the 

assessment of risk, the implementation of prevention measures, and the development of 

intervention protocols. For instance, the deployment of additional security personnel and 

the provision of basic training for staff can be effective measures towards the creation of 

a safer work environment. In conclusion, a multifaceted approach is essential for address-

ing WPV in healthcare settings. 

In conclusion, the analysis revealed a troubling reality. Verbal abuse, in particular, repre-

sents a pervasive threat to healthcare professionals across numerous countries. A number 

of factors were identified as contributing to this issue, including inadequate patient infor-

mation, unmet treatment expectations, and long wait times. Moreover, the review 
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identified a concerning trend of under-reporting, which may be attributed to a lack of 

support or the normalization of WPV incidents. 

 

In light of these findings, it is imperative that healthcare institutions prioritize the safety 

and well-being of their staff. To address this issue, it is necessary to implement specific 

policies and procedures that address WPV through risk assessment, prevention strategies, 

and intervention protocols. Moreover, fostering open communication and addressing the 

root causes of patient frustration can contribute to the creation of a safer work environ-

ment. 

 

At the national level, the paucity of research on WPV experiences among Malaysian 

healthcare workers represents a significant gap in knowledge. Further qualitative studies 

are essential to gain insight into how Malaysian healthcare professionals perceive WPV 

and its impact on the healthcare system. By gaining a deeper understanding of this issue, 

Malaysia can develop targeted interventions to create a safer work environment for its 

healthcare workforce, thereby improving patient care. 

3.2.1 From Legal Issue to Personal Trauma: The Evolving Landscape of 
Sexual Harassment Research 

As Liang (2024) notes, the year 2017 represented a pivotal moment in global awareness 

surrounding sexual harassment (SH), with the emergence of the #MeToo movement. This 

social phenomenon, initiated by a single tweet, propelled the issue into the public con-

sciousness and initiated a critical discourse that continues to this day. The movement's 

impact extended beyond social media, influencing policy changes in some countries and 

leading to a significant increase in reported sexual assaults. This surge in public and aca-

demic interest has fueled a parallel escalation in empirical research on SH. Researchers 

are meticulously unravelling the intricate tapestry of this pervasive issue, seeking to com-

prehend its multifaceted nature, root causes, and far-reaching consequences. 

 

A recent study by Liang (2024) provides a comprehensive examination of SH, elucidating 

its multifaceted nature and its long-term impact on individuals and organizations. In par-

ticular, the intricate interrelationship of factors contributing to SH, including power im-

balances, workplace norms, and societal misconceptions, will be examined. Furthermore, 



INVISIBLE STRUGGLES 
WORKPLACE CHALLENGES CONFRONTED BY WOMEN 

48 

the psychological and professional consequences of SH for victims, including emotional 

distress, career setbacks, and potential long-term mental health issues, will be examined. 

The efficacy of current interventions designed to prevent and address SH will be evalu-

ated, with a view to identifying areas for improvement and the development of more ro-

bust strategies. 

In order to achieve these objectives, a scoping review of reviews was conducted, focusing 

on scholarly sources such as journal articles, books, and doctoral theses, while excluding 

less rigorous materials like undergraduate theses or news articles. The researchers em-

ployed rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure that the review encompassed 

the most pertinent and dependable research on the subject of workplace SH. Only sys-

tematic reviews and meta-analyses that synthesized existing research were included in 

the review. These reviews were required to explicitly address SH or related terms within 

a workplace context. The participants of interest were adult workers across various em-

ployment sectors, excluding students, children, or volunteers. 

A meticulous search strategy was employed, utilizing scholarly databases in psychology, 

behavioral sciences, and health, with search terms including "sexual harassment," "re-

view," and "#MeToo movement." Manual searches were also conducted in prominent 

journals on aggression and sexual harassment, including Violence and Victims and Psy-

chology of Women Quarterly. Following an initial search that yielded 468 articles, dupli-

cates were removed, leaving 363 for review. The titles, abstracts, keywords, and study 

types were evaluated against predefined criteria to determine their eligibility. To ensure 

consistency, an independent reviewer conducted a second review of these decisions. Any 

discrepancies were resolved through discussion and a comprehensive analysis of the full 

texts of the articles, resulting in a final selection of 22 articles that were directly relevant 

to the prevalence, coping mechanisms, and risk factors associated with SH in the work-

place. 

In summary, the scoping review methodically evaluated existing research on SH to ensure 

that only the most pertinent studies were included.  

The analysis revealed a positive and evolving landscape in SH research, characterized by 

a more nuanced and victim-centered approach. There has been a shift in focus, moving 

from viewing SH as a purely legal issue to acknowledging its profound personal effects. 

This includes a more profound comprehension of the psychological, emotional, and 
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professional consequences for victims, in addition to the acknowledgment of SH within 

a broader contextual framework. 

 

The scope of research has expanded to encompass a diverse range of settings, including 

healthcare facilities, military bases, and digital spaces. Methodologically, the field has 

witnessed significant advancements, including the use of systematic reviews and meta-

analyses, as well as a growing interdisciplinary approach that incorporates insights from 

various fields. This positive trajectory indicates a growing commitment to comprehen-

sively understanding and addressing SH in a sensitive and empathetic manner. This thesis 

contributes to the ongoing discourse on SH by elucidating its multifaceted consequences. 

It also paves the way for the development of effective strategies to eradicate this pervasive 

issue from workplaces around the globe. 

3.3 Finding Their Voice: The Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale 
(NSHS) 

Sexual harassment (SH) is a pervasive issue in healthcare workplaces, creating a hostile 

environment for nurses through a range of unwanted physical, verbal, psychological, and 

visual behaviors. However, existing tools to measure SH in healthcare often lack a focus 

on nurses' experiences. Such instruments may be researcher-designed, thereby failing to 

consider the victim perspective, or may be limited in scope, thus failing to capture specific 

details of SH. Furthermore, they may not be tailored to the healthcare setting. Given the 

high prevalence of sexual harassment among nurses (1%-38%) and its detrimental con-

sequences, there is a clear need for a more accurate and culturally relevant measurement 

tool. 

A recent study by Zeighami et al. (2024) addresses this gap by developing and validating 

the Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale (NSHS), a Persian-translated instrument specifi-

cally designed to assess sexual harassment experienced by nurses. The NSHS is designed 

to provide a reliable measure, with the ultimate goal of fostering a safer work environment 

for nurses through more accurate assessment of SH prevalence and its impact. 

The study builds upon a previous qualitative study exploring nurses' experiences with 

sexual harassment (SH).   The second phase of the study employs a quantitative approach 

to develop and validate a new measurement tool: the Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale 

(NSHS).   The NSHS employs Classical Test Theory (CTT) to assess its psychometric 
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properties. The CTT methodology acknowledges the presence of measurement error and 

distinguishes between a nurse's true experience of sexual harassment (the construct being 

measured) and the score they obtain on the scale.   The development process adheres to a 

well-established eight-stage protocol, which encompasses the following stages: defining 

the construct, generating scale items, obtaining expert review, conducting a pilot test, and 

evaluating the items for optimal performance. The study was conducted in Kerman, a 

major city in southeastern Iran. 

The Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale (NSHS) has been demonstrated to be a reliable and 

valid instrument, specifically designed to assess the nuanced experiences of sexual har-

assment faced by nurses in Iran. The survey comprises 15 questions which explore both 

the less overt forms of sexual harassment ("hidden sexual harassment") and more overt 

behaviors ("manifest sexual harassment") encountered within the Iranian nursing work-

place. 

In order to ensure that the NSHS accurately captures these experiences, a multi-step val-

idation process was employed. The initial item pool was informed by a comprehensive 

literature search, including relevant themes and insights from Zeighami et al. (2022).   

Subsequently, experts evaluated the content validity of the questions, ensuring that they 

accurately reflected the realities of sexual harassment in the Iranian nursing context. This 

was further corroborated through the calculation of Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and 

Content Validity Index (CVI) scores. Furthermore, face validity was addressed through 

interviews with nurses who had directly experienced sexual harassment, and by utilizing 

the Item Impact Method to refine the clarity and understandability of the questions. A 

pilot test involving 50 nurses yielded valuable data that informed further refinement. Dur-

ing this stage, the data underwent meticulous analysis with regard to missing data, central 

tendency, dispersion, and potential biases. 

Following the promising pilot test, the NSHS was administered to a larger sample of 316 

nurses in order to confirm its validity and reliability. Exploratory factor analysis and scree 

plot analysis were conducted to examine the underlying structure of the NSHS and deter-

mine the optimal number of factors. Moreover, a minimum factor loading requirement 

was considered to ensure the robustness of the identified factors. Convergent validity was 

further explored by correlating NSHS scores with the Impact of Event Scale – Revised 
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(IES-R), a well-established measure of PTSD symptoms commonly linked to sexual har-

assment experiences. 

 

The reliability of the NSHS was evaluated through a three-pronged approach.  The inter-

nal consistency of the scale was evaluated using Cronbach's alpha, both before and after 

the factor analysis. Higher values indicate stronger consistency.  Test-retest reliability 

was evaluated by having nurses complete the scale twice, with the Intraclass Correlation 

Coefficient (ICC) employed to assess the consistency between these responses. Finally, 

McDonald's Omega provided a comprehensive measure of internal consistency. 

The final number of scale items was determined through a process of careful balancing.  

The advantages of shorter scales, such as increased respondent favorability, were weighed 

against the enhanced reliability often associated with longer scales.  The finalization pro-

cess also considered the ease of use of the scale, as measured by the percentage of unan-

swered questions and the average completion time.  The NSHS has proven to be a reliable 

and valid instrument for measuring sexual harassment among nurses in Iran following a 

meticulous development process. 

The Nurses' Sexual Harassment Scale (NSHS) was developed in Iran with the specific 

intention of addressing the needs of nurses who are victims of sexual harassment. The 15-

item survey encompasses both subtle and overt forms of harassment, which have been 

categorized into two subscales. The NSHS was developed in a rigorous manner with the 

intention of accurately capturing the experiences of those who have been subjected to 

sexual harassment. Notably, the scale demonstrates strong internal consistency and 

measures what it is designed to measure. Moreover, it distinguishes itself from other in-

struments by taking into account the cultural context of Iranian nurses. The NSHS has the 

potential to serve as a valuable tool for raising awareness, improving preventative 

measures, and protecting nurses' well-being. Although certain limitations do exist, the 

NSHS represents a significant advancement in the assessment of sexual harassment 

among nurses in Iran. 
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3.3.1 Beyond the "No Help Wanted" Sign: How Iranian Retail Workers 
Cope with Customer Sexual Harassment 

Building on existing research on workplace sexual harassment, a study by Kaveh et al. 

(2023) focuses on a specific, under-examined area: customer-perpetrated harassment of 

female retail workers in Iran. Although sexual harassment is a global issue, and Iranian 

labor laws protect workers, many incidents go unreported. The majority of research ex-

amines harassment by colleagues, yet customers are also a common source of such inci-

dents.  

 

The researchers conducted confidential interviews with the participants, following a 

semi-structured guide based on the theory of planned behavior (TPB) framework. This 

theory examines the influence of attitudes, social norms, and perceived control on an in-

dividual's behavior. The interviews, which lasted between 45 and 60 minutes each, were 

audio-recorded in order to facilitate the detailed capture of the participants' experiences. 

Moreover, with the participants' consent, the researchers also took discreet field notes 

about body language in order to gain a more holistic understanding. To analyze the data, 

the researchers meticulously reviewed the transcripts, coding them into categories that 

aligned with the TPB constructs. This process ensured a systematic analysis while allow-

ing for the emergence of new themes from the participants' stories. The 16th interview 

marked the achievement of data saturation, indicating that no new significant themes were 

emerging and that the researchers had gathered a sufficient dataset for analysis. 

In order to guarantee the reliability of their findings, the research team enlisted the assis-

tance of members who were tasked with reviewing the transcripts of the first five partic-

ipants to ensure accuracy. The dependability of the research was ensured through an ex-

ternal review of the research methods, while conformability was guaranteed by a peer 

reviewer. The transferability of the findings was enhanced by the researchers' acknowl-

edgment of the limitations of the study and their use of triangulation. The researchers, 

cognizant of their own cultural background, meticulously translated the interview quotes 

from Farsi to English, taking into account cultural nuances to ensure an accurate repre-

sentation of the original meaning. 

 

The analysis revealed that participants employed a variety of strategies, including silence, 

warnings, or leaving the store. The most frequent response was silence. This preference 
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can be attributed to a lack of confidence in selecting an appropriate response and a fear 

of adverse consequences, particularly from employers. While some participants felt em-

powered when they did respond, the potential for negative workplace consequences ulti-

mately discouraged them from doing so. Additionally, social norms influenced the par-

ticipants' responses. While friends encouraged them to assert themselves, employers and 

colleagues generally discouraged such reactions. It was perceived that families were en-

tirely against any confrontation. The pressure to retain employment led participants to 

comply with employer expectations, even if it meant enduring harassment silently. 

The perceived behavioral control, or the perceived ability to respond to harassment, ex-

hibited considerable variation among the participants. Some participants reported over-

coming their initial fear and feeling empowered to respond, while others opted for silence 

due to external factors limiting their control. The decisions of the participants were influ-

enced by a number of factors, including employer disapproval, fear of termination, and 

negative judgments from others. Conversely, the presence of support from colleagues or 

customers could embolden individuals to challenge the harassment. Conversely, the fear 

of the harasser's retaliation could result in individuals remaining silent. Ultimately, exter-

nal pressures and internal anxieties constrained the participants' perceived control over 

their responses to customer sexual harassment. 

 

Despite a desire to respond in a different manner, silence was the most common reaction 

to customer harassment. This was due to a complex interplay of factors. The fear of losing 

their jobs due to employer disapproval, social stigma, a lack of support, and the fear of 

retaliation from the harassers all contributed to their silence. Moreover, the participants 

may not have possessed the requisite communication skills to respond assertively. 

 

In conclusion, this study illuminates the multifaceted reasons why women who experi-

ence customer sexual harassment often remain silent. The Theory of Planned Behavior 

offers a valuable framework for understanding the decisions made by these individuals. 

The fear of job loss, social stigma, lack of support, and acceptance of power imbalances 

all contribute to the silence of those experiencing customer sexual harassment. To address 

this pervasive issue, it is necessary to implement interventions on multiple fronts. It is of 

the utmost importance to enforce existing labor laws against sexual harassment. Psycho-
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educational programs can empower women by teaching them about the dynamics of har-

assment and equipping them with assertiveness skills. Ultimately, the elimination of the 

acceptance of sexual harassment as a workplace norm necessitates a comprehensive ap-

proach that addresses both the legal and social aspects of the problem. 

3.3.2 More Than Just Words: A Meta-Analysis of Workplace Violence 
Against Iranian Emergency Medical Services. 

The phenomenon of workplace violence (WPV) has emerged as a significant concern for 

healthcare workers globally, with emergency medical services (EMS) personnel facing a 

particularly elevated risk.   This violence, which encompasses physical assault, verbal 

abuse, bullying, and even sexual harassment, has a detrimental impact on the mental and 

physical health of EMS personnel (World Health Organization). A review of the literature 

reveals that between 70 and 80 percent of EMS personnel experience WPV annually, with 

verbal abuse being the most prevalent form.   This violence not only has an impact on the 

individual's well-being but also contributes to job dissatisfaction and may result in a re-

duction in the quality of care provided.   Moreover, the nature of EMS work subjects 

personnel to a variety of challenging and often distressing circumstances, thereby increas-

ing the likelihood of violence from patients or their companions. 

 

Given the significant impact of WPV on EMS personnel and the lack of specific data on 

its prevalence in Iran, Sahebi et al. (2019) conducted a comprehensive study on workplace 

violence against Iranian EMS personnel.   A systematic review and meta-analysis will be 

employed to estimate the prevalence of different forms of WPV, identify contributing 

factors, and explore potential preventive strategies across various emergency response 

settings. 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the nature and extent of workplace 

violence (WPV) experienced by Iranian Emergency Medical Services (EMS) personnel, 

this study employed a systematic review methodology. A comprehensive search of na-

tional and international databases was conducted until December 2018. These included 

resources such as SID, MagIran, Google Scholar, PubMed, Web of Science, and Scopus. 

In order to ensure comprehensive coverage, both English and Persian keywords related 

to violence, healthcare workers, and emergency services were utilized. To ensure com-

prehensive coverage, manual searches were also conducted.   The studies were selected 
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rigorously based on the established criteria outlined in the PRISMA checklist. Only those 

studies focusing on the prevalence of physical, verbal, and cultural violence against Ira-

nian emergency medical services (EMS) personnel were included in the review. Studies 

that were irrelevant, specific intervention research, and those lacking full-text access were 

excluded from the review. The quality of each selected study was evaluated using the 

STROBE checklist.  To ensure the integrity of the process, two independent researchers 

conducted the search, selection, quality assessment, and data extraction procedures. Any 

discrepancies were resolved through the involvement of a third researcher.  A pre-defined 

checklist was employed to extract pertinent data from each study, encompassing publica-

tion details, sample characteristics, and prevalence rates for the three WPV categories. 

The statistical analysis entailed the calculation of variance and weighted average preva-

lence rates using the binomial distribution.  Furthermore, the I² index was employed to 

assess heterogeneity, thereby informing the selection of a random effects model for the 

meta-analysis.  Finally, to explore potential relationships between WPV prevalence, pub-

lication year, and publication bias, meta-regression and Begg's test were employed. All 

statistical analyses were conducted using STATA software. 

The analysis of nine qualified studies revealed a concerning prevalence of WPV, with an 

overall prevalence of 36%. The prevalence of physical violence was 39%, while that of 

verbal violence was 73%. Verbal violence was found to have a prevalence of 13%, while 

physical violence had a prevalence of 16%. The prevalence of cultural violence was found 

to be 51%. It is notable that the prevalence of all forms of WPV exhibited considerable 

variation across studies. The highest rates of physical and cultural violence were concen-

trated in southern Iran, while the lowest were observed in the northwest. 

Comparisons with studies from other countries revealed a similar prevalence of verbal 

WPV, while physical violence appeared to be somewhat higher in Iran. The research 

identified a number of potential contributing factors, including a lack of public awareness 

regarding the duties of emergency medical services (EMS), stress and anxiety among 

patients' families, delays in EMS arrival or service provision, and potential mental health 

issues of patients or their companions. Furthermore, the analysis indicates a concerning 

trend of increasing WPV prevalence over time, which may be attributed to factors such 

as an increase in EMS service utilization or growing public frustration. 
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The study thus underscores the necessity for the implementation of multifaceted interven-

tions with the objective of addressing WPV against Iranian EMS personnel. It is therefore 

imperative that public education campaigns be implemented with the aim of clarifying 

the roles and responsibilities of EMS personnel. Moreover, anger management training 

for EMS personnel can equip them with more effective tools to navigate stressful situa-

tions. In addition to the aforementioned measures, addressing potential mental health is-

sues among patients and companions, along with efforts to improve response times and 

service delivery, could further contribute to a safer work environment for Iranian EMS 

personnel.   

A systematic review and meta-analysis methodology was employed in order to ascertain 

the prevalence of workplace violence against EMS personnel. The results indicated a con-

cerning prevalence of WPV, with physical violence rates ranging from 22.58% to 60.39% 

across different regions. This study highlights the significant vulnerability of Iranian EMS 

personnel, particularly in the southern provinces. 

These findings contribute to the global understanding of WPV against EMS personnel. 

The implementation of a multifaceted approach, which encompasses training for EMS 

personnel, the enactment of supportive policies such as an increased police presence, and 

the dissemination of public awareness campaigns, offers a framework for the creation of 

a safer work environment for Iranian EMS professionals. It is therefore imperative that 

measures be taken to ensure the well-being of these individuals, as this is of the utmost 

importance for the continued robustness of the emergency healthcare system and the ef-

fective delivery of care to communities. 

3.3.3 On the Front Lines: Unveiling Workplace Violence against Pre-
hospital Paramedics in Kerman, Iran 

The phenomenon of workplace violence (WPV) is a growing global problem, with an 

increasing prevalence in healthcare environments (Dehghan-Chaloshtari & Ghodousi, 

2017). WPV encompasses physical, verbal, and cultural violence (Heydarikhayat et al., 

2012). Physical violence encompasses actions such as beating or slapping, while verbal 

violence encompasses behaviors such as insulting and yelling. Cultural violence encom-

passes harassment based on ethnicity or language (Dehghan-Chaloshtari & Ghodousi, 

2017; Emam et al., 2018; Pourshaikhian et al., 2016). 
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Health workers are particularly susceptible to WPV, which can significantly impair their 

self-esteem, work quality, and cause psychological and physical harm (Sheikhbardsiri et 

al., 2017; Hosseinikia et al., 2018; Jiao et al., 2015). Despite the significant risks faced 

by hospital and prehospital personnel, health systems often fail to ensure their safety 

(Hosseinikia et al., 2018; Maguire et al., 2018). Statistical data indicates that between 

70% and 80% of healthcare workers experience violence on an annual basis (Dehghan-

Chaloshtari & Ghodousi, 2017). 

Emergency medical personnel, who are first responders in crises, are at heightened risk 

of violent assaults due to their work in unstructured, public, and high-stress environments 

(Bernaldo-De-Quirós et al., 2015; Iranmanesh et al., 2013; Petzäll et al., 2011). The prev-

alence of workplace violence against these personnel represents a significant threat to the 

emergency care system (Bigham et al., 2014). Factors such as working in isolated settings, 

handling valuable items, and proximity to patients in distress have been identified as in-

creasing the risk of violence (Gormley et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2016). 

In a study published in 2019, Dadashzadeh et al. investigated the strategies employed by 

Iranian pre-hospital nurses to manage workplace violence (WPV). The study's findings 

indicated that these nurses received minimal training, lacked the necessary support, and 

were unprepared to handle WPV.  

In a study conducted by Campo and Klijn (2017), the perception of verbal abuse among 

prehospital personnel in southern Chile was investigated. The results indicated that 51.4% 

of professionals and 46.6% of paramedical technicians had experienced verbal abuse in 

the past year, with 17.6% of technicians and 13.5% of professionals perceiving the abuse. 

In a similar vein, Alharthy et al. (2017) conducted a study in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, with 

the objective of assessing the prevalence of workplace violence (WPV) among emer-

gency medical services (EMS) workers. The findings revealed that 65% of respondents 

had experienced WPV, with verbal abuse being the most prevalent form of violence, oc-

curring in 61% of cases. The majority of perpetrators were patients' relatives (80%) and 

patients themselves (51%). In a similar vein, Lindquist et al. (2019) examined WPV 

among prehospital care providers in India, reporting an overall prevalence of 67.9%. This 

was further subdivided into physical violence (58%) and verbal violence (59.8%). 

Despite the profound impact of workplace violence (WPV) and its deleterious effects, the 

issue has not been adequately addressed in the Iranian healthcare system. This study by 
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Azami et al. (2018) examines WPV against prehospital paramedical personnel at emer-

gency medical centers affiliated with Kerman University of Medical Sciences. The ob-

jective of this study is to determine the prevalence of workplace violence (WPV) against 

prehospital paramedical personnel at emergency medical centers affiliated with Kerman 

University of Medical Sciences. Furthermore, the study aims to identify differences in 

WPV levels and types based on demographic characteristics, key factors influencing 

WPV from the perspective of paramedical personnel, common reactions of paramedical 

personnel to WPV, and reasons for these reactions. 

This cross-sectional study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Kerman University 

of Medical Sciences in 2019. The target population consisted of paramedical personnel 

from road and urban prehospital bases supervised by Kerman University of Medical Sci-

ences. To ensure confidentiality, the questionnaires were anonymized and distributed and 

completed during working hours. A total of 223 questionnaires were returned, represent-

ing a 72.4% response rate after excluding incomplete and undelivered questionnaires. 

In order to participate in the study, individuals were required to meet the following crite-

ria: hold a bachelor’s degree in nursing or an associate/bachelor’s degree in prehospital 

emergency nursing; have at least one year of work experience in a prehospital emergency 

center; and demonstrate a willingness to participate. Those who did not consent or sub-

mitted incomplete questionnaires were excluded from further participation. 

The data collection process entailed the administration of a questionnaire that had been 

developed following an extensive literature review (Amini et al., 2020; Dadashzadeh et 

al., 2019; Hosseinikia et al., 2018; Pourshaikhian et al., 2016; Rahmani et al., 2012; Sa-

hebi et al., 2019). The Persian-language questionnaire was divided into four sections: 

demographic characteristics, an 18-item assessment of WPV on a five-point Likert scale, 

factors influencing WPV, and reactions to WPV. The content was validated by ten pro-

fessors from Kerman University of Medical Sciences. A pilot study was conducted with 

paramedical personnel who were not involved in the main study in order to confirm the 

reliability of the instrument. 

The study population consisted of 200 male participants, with the majority (47.5%) hold-

ing an associate degree in nursing. Verbal violence was the most frequently reported type 

of workplace violence (WPV), with 47% of respondents indicating this as the most prev-

alent form of violence they had experienced. This was followed by physical violence 
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(32.5%), and cultural violence (16%), with 4.5% reporting no violence. The primary fac-

tors influencing WPV were identified as a lack of public awareness regarding the duties 

of emergency medical personnel and a shortage of specialists in prehospital bases. The 

least significant factors were the lack of retraining programs for violence management 

and patient deaths. The majority of paramedical personnel (39%) reported no reaction to 

WPV, prioritizing patient and family rights. Conversely, 40.5% of respondents perceived 

violence as a normal occurrence in their workplace. A statistical analysis revealed that 

there were significant differences in the level of exposure to WPV based on age, work 

experience, and marital status. The analysis revealed that personnel who were younger, 

less experienced, and married reported higher exposure. The results of the multiple linear 

regression analysis indicated a negative relationship between WPV and age and work 

experience. Nevertheless, the analysis revealed that work experience had the most signif-

icant impact on the relationship between WPV and age. No significant differences were 

found for other demographic variables. 

 

The majority of paramedical personnel responded to WPV by not reacting and respecting 

patient and family rights, as evidenced by the findings of Gates et al. (2006) and Tala et 

al. (2011). This non-reactive approach is likely due to the expected nature of violence 

from stressed patients and their families. A considerable number of respondents did not 

perceive WPV as a significant issue, viewing it as an inherent aspect of their role. This 

viewpoint is consistent with the findings of Alharthy et al. (2017) and Heydarikha-yat et 

al. (2012), which indicated that only a small percentage of respondents reported WPV 

incidents. 

The study also demonstrated a negative correlation between WPV and both age and work 

experience. Older and more experienced personnel are better equipped with the skills to 

manage violence, including emergency scene and anger management techniques 

(Alharthy et al., 2017; Dehghan-Chaloshtari & Ghodousi, 2017; Ghasemi et al., 2009; 

Mozafari & Tavan, 2013). Those who were married reported a higher incidence of WPV 

than those who were single. This may be attributed to insults directed towards their family 

members, which can result in physical confrontations (Aghajanlou et al., 2010; Paryad et 

al., 2015). 
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In conclusion, these personnel, particularly those stationed in urban and road-based facil-

ities within Kerman province, are at elevated risk due to their extensive workloads and 

frequent interactions with patients and their families. In order to address these challenges, 

it is of the utmost importance that the Ministry of Health and the Emergency and Disaster 

Management Center prioritize this workforce. This includes the provision of essential 

training and the implementation of national media campaigns designed to raise commu-

nity awareness. Moreover, it is recommended that personnel with specialized skills be 

selected and that they complete comprehensive educational courses. 

3.4 Beyond Fear: Unveiling the Complexities of Silence Among 
Sexually Harassed Nurses in Iran 

The nursing profession plays a pivotal role in healthcare delivery, providing patients with 

compassionate and skilled care. Nevertheless, nurses are confronted with a significant 

challenge that impairs their well-being and ability to perform their duties effectively: sex-

ual harassment. This pervasive issue manifests in various forms, including verbal ad-

vances and physical assault, and has detrimental consequences for both nurses and the 

healthcare system (Yang et al., 2019). 

 

 A significant proportion of nurses globally are affected by sexual harassment, with esti-

mates indicating that over half of the nursing workforce has experienced such behavior 

(Kahsay et al., 2010). Such incidents give rise to a hostile work environment, which in 

turn gives rise to stress, burnout, and a decline in the quality of patient care (Ali & Ezz El 

Rigal, 2016). Despite its prevalence, sexual harassment remains significantly underre-

ported by nurses (Glenton et al., 2015). It is therefore of great importance to gain an un-

derstanding of the reasons behind this silence if effective interventions are to be devel-

oped to combat this issue. 

A study by Zeighami et al. (2022) examines the underreporting of sexual harassment 

among nurses, with a particular focus on the Iranian context. The study employs qualita-

tive research methods to investigate the subjective experiences of nurses in Kerman hos-

pitals. The study examines the social, cultural, and psychological factors that prevent 

nurses from reporting incidents of sexual harassment. 

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted with 18 female nurses in Ker-

man, Iran, representing a range of ages, experience levels, and positions across various 



BREAKING THE SILENCE: ADDRESSING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE AND HARASSMENT 

61 

hospital types and wards. The data collection period spanned from September 2020 to 

August 2021. The interviews sought to elucidate the nurses' experiences of sexual harass-

ment and the underlying factors that prevented them from reporting these incidents.  

The interviews were transcribed in their entirety, allowing for a comprehensive and de-

tailed analysis of the data. The researcher conducted multiple rounds of listening and 

transcript review, identifying units of meaning within the participants' narratives. The 

units were then condensed while maintaining the core themes. The condensed units were 

then assigned codes, which were subsequently grouped into subcategories. Finally, the 

subcategories were aggregated into the major category, which constituted the foundation 

of the qualitative content analysis. The phenomenon of sexual harassment in the work-

place is perpetuated by a pervasive culture of silence, which allows such incidents to 

continue unchallenged. This iterative process ensured a comprehensive and nuanced un-

derstanding of the nurses' experiences and the factors contributing to their silence. 

The study demonstrated that a significant impediment to the reporting of sexual harass-

ment among nurses was the fear of social stigma. This stigma manifested in two ways: 

firstly, in negative perceptions of the nursing profession itself, and secondly, in disap-

proval of women who live independently. 

The study demonstrated that stigma towards nursing was a significant factor in nurses' 

silence about sexual harassment. The participants reported experiencing negative atti-

tudes and prejudice throughout their careers, beginning in university and continuing in 

the workplace. This stigma originated from a multitude of sources, including family, 

friends, acquaintances, and even the broader community. Some participants indicated that 

feelings of job insecurity contributed to their silence. The participants indicated that they 

were fearful of termination or hindered career advancement if they reported sexual har-

assment by doctors. In certain instances, the concern of losing one's position outweighed 

the motivation to voice concerns, particularly in private hospitals. Moreover, some nurses 

perceived a power imbalance with physicians. The participants posited that the domi-

nance of physicians, coupled with the perception of nurses as having a lower level of 

education, contributed to a climate where abuse could occur. 

In order to ensure the trustworthiness of this qualitative study, four criteria established by 

Lincoln and Guba (2018) were employed: credibility, confirmability, dependability, and 

transferability.  The credibility of the study was enhanced through the process of peer 
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checking, whereby two researchers independently reviewed the data for accuracy and 

consistency. Furthermore, member checking was conducted, involving discussions with 

participants to confirm that the researchers' interpretations (codes and categories) aligned 

with their experiences. Dependability was achieved through an external check by faculty 

members who reviewed the coding process and code acquisition. Finally, the transfera-

bility of the findings was enhanced by providing a clear and transparent description of the 

participant selection process, the data collection methods employed, and the overall anal-

ysis process. These measures collectively ensured the rigor and trustworthiness of the 

research findings, thereby allowing for potential application to similar contexts in the 

future. 

 

Moreover, the stigma attached to independent living for women contributed to the silence 

surrounding sexual harassment. Those who lived independently (either away from family, 

widowed, or separated) reported experiencing abuse from both male colleagues and phy-

sicians. Female colleagues also demonstrated negative attitudes towards women who 

chose to live independently. The combination of social pressure and the fear of further 

judgment if they spoke out about sexual harassment led these participants to remain silent. 

A significant obstacle to breaking the silence on sexual harassment was the perception 

that organizational policies and legislation were inadequate. The participants expressed 

concerns about the lack of a formalized reporting protocol, the absence of dedicated com-

plaint mechanisms, and a perceived lack of supervision by authorities to address these 

issues. Moreover, the absence of robust legal frameworks and limited awareness about 

the complaint process left many nurses feeling unsupported and unsure of their rights.  

This is exemplified by Participant No. 6, who attempted to report harassment but was 

discouraged by the head nurse, who cited a lack of relevant laws and support.  These 

deficiencies fostered a sense of powerlessness and discouraged nurses from reporting in-

cidents, perpetuating the cycle of silence. 

The study identified family dynamics as a significant barrier to nurses reporting sexual 

harassment.  A further key concern was the fear of restrictions on their independence. 

Some nurses expressed concern that reporting harassment would result in their families, 

particularly their spouses, confining them to the home or even preventing them from 

working.  
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Another concern was the potential for victim-blaming from family members.  Nurses re-

ported instances where they had confided in family members, only to be subsequently 

criticized or held responsible for the harassment. 

Moreover, the study identified a lack of trust as a significant barrier to nurses reporting 

sexual harassment.  Some nurses expressed concern that even confiding in close friends 

could have unintended consequences. 

This finding is consistent with previous research conducted in Tanzania and Sri Lanka 

(Tollstern Landin et al., 2017; Adikaram et al., 2013; Adams et al., 2013), which found 

that nurses experienced shame and reluctance to return to work after harassment incidents. 

As previously observed by Adikaram et al. (2013) in Sri Lanka, social norms and expec-

tations can contribute to this fear. The societal expectation of female respectability and 

purity can create an environment where victims feel responsible for the harassment, as 

evidenced by some nurses attributing their silence to shame and blame.  These findings 

underscore the necessity to dismantle the social stigma attached to victims of sexual har-

assment. Research by Ross et al. (2016) underscores the necessity of addressing sexual 

harassment by considering broader societal and organizational factors that influence gen-

der roles, power dynamics, and reporting behaviors. 

In addition to the aforementioned factors, personal anxieties were also identified as a sig-

nificant barrier to reporting sexual harassment. The study aligns with prior research by 

Adikaram et al. (2013), which highlighted the influence of cultural norms. The fear of 

social judgment, self-blame, and societal expectations can lead nurses to avoid using the 

term "sexual harassment" altogether (Gilligan & Akhtar, 2013).  Moreover, the psycho-

logical impact of sexual harassment, as documented by Kim et al. (2015) and Toll-stern 

Landin et al. (2017), can manifest as fear, anger, and a loss of trust, which further dis-

courages nurses from reporting incidents.  Furthermore, Maghraby et al. (2009) under-

scores the potential for a decline in self-confidence. 

These findings underscore the necessity for a multifaceted approach.  It is therefore of the 

utmost importance to address the personal and psychological impact of sexual harassment 

on nurses through the provision of professional counseling services.  Moreover, the es-

tablishment of robust support systems for victims, including early intervention and effec-

tive coping strategies (Kim et al., 2015), is of paramount importance.  Landin et al. (2017) 

and Adikaram et al. (2013) emphasize the importance of clear and efficient reporting 
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procedures.  Finally, it is of the utmost importance that organizations implement clear 

policies, provide staff training, and implement robust enforcement mechanisms in order 

to prevent such incidents (Ross et al., 2016). 

3.4.1 A Line Crossed: Exploring Nurses' Strategies Against Workplace 
Sexual Harassment 

Although nurses play a vital role in healthcare, they are confronted with a concerning 

reality: sexual harassment in the workplace.  

This pervasive issue manifests in various forms, including verbal advances and physical 

contact. Such incidents can originate from patients, families, colleagues, or even superi-

ors. Aggregate data from numerous studies indicates a pervasive prevalence of sexual 

harassment against nurses, with rates exceeding those observed in other professions. Such 

experiences have a deleterious impact on nurses' mental and physical well-being, with the 

potential to give rise to job dissatisfaction and ultimately to a deterioration in the quality 

of patient care. This situation thus requires a more detailed examination of the causes and 

consequences of sexual harassment in nursing, in addition to the development of effective 

strategies to create a safer and more respectful work environment for our dedicated 

healthcare professionals. 

To gain insight into how nurses navigate these situations, Zeighami et al. (2022) con-

ducted a qualitative descriptive-explorative study utilizing conventional content analysis. 

This method permitted the researchers to gain insight into the lived experiences of nurses 

and identify recurring themes within their narratives. The study recruited 18 female and 

4 male nurses from both public (affiliated with Kerman University of Medical Sciences) 

and private hospitals. Data collection involved the administration of semi-structured, 

face-to-face interviews conducted between September 2020 and April 2021. The inter-

views, which lasted between 30 and 100 minutes, were audio recorded and transcribed in 

full for in-depth analysis. The Graneheim and Lundman method was employed by re-

searchers to code the interviews with the objective of identifying categories and subcate-

gories that emerged from the nurses' descriptions of their coping strategies. 

The study identified four key strategies employed by Iranian nurses to protect themselves 

from sexual harassment. 

Additionally, behavioral responses were identified as a significant strategy employed by 

Iranian nurses to protect themselves from sexual harassment. Nurses described deterrent 
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behaviors, such as ignoring or acting sternly to discourage the harasser, maintaining pro-

fessional boundaries, and avoiding jokes or excessive friendliness. Furthermore, some 

participants indicated that dressing modestly could serve as a preventative measure. 

Furthermore, adjustments to working conditions were identified as a strategy. Strategies 

included modifying work environments (wards or shifts) to reduce contact with harassers 

and implementing scheduling adjustments, such as preferring female nurses for female 

patients or ensuring balanced staff combinations. 

The act of informing is defined as the dissemination of information to a specific audience. 

It is of the utmost importance to provide education on sexual harassment. Effective strat-

egies include academic education, in-service training to reduce workplace harassment, 

and early education during childhood. Nurses have indicated a need for training on how 

to handle sexual harassment, which is often not covered during their formal education. 

In terms of hospital security, it is important to note that: The nurses found that legal action 

against harassers, the installation of cameras, and the prompt addressing of harassment 

reports were effective in deterring further incidents of sexual harassment. It was demon-

strated that prompt intervention by security personnel was an effective means of prevent-

ing further instances of harassment. 

In conclusion, this study offers significant and practical insights into the coping strategies 

employed by nurses to address workplace sexual harassment. The study identified four 

main strategies: behavioral response, working conditions adjustment, informing, and the 

performance of hospital security guards. These strategies underscore the necessity for 

nurse managers to take immediate and comprehensive actions to prevent and manage 

sexual misconduct against nurses. 

In order to guarantee both legal compliance and the creation of safer work environments, 

healthcare managers and policymakers must design, develop, and promote robust guide-

lines.  

Moreover, there is a pressing need for educational, interventionist, and preventative strat-

egies to enhance the coping skills of nurses in handling sexual harassment. 

3.4.2 Broken Trust, Broken Systems: The Urgent Need to Address Work-
place Violence Against Iranian Healthcare Workers 

Building on the established knowledge of workplace violence (WPV) against healthcare 

workers (HCWs), a comprehensive study by Foroughian (2024) explores the specific 
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experiences of HCWs in Mashhad, Iran. While global studies indicate a significant con-

cern regarding one-year physical violence prevalence, ranging from 19% to 47%, a more 

nuanced understanding is necessary for this context. 

The retrospective analysis included doctors (specialists and assistants) and nurses with at 

least one year of experience and a willingness to participate. The study employed a stand-

ardized World Health Organization (WHO) questionnaire, translated into English, to col-

lect data on demographics, workplace characteristics, and experiences with violence in 

the past year. The section on violence encompassed verbal abuse, physical violence, and 

sexual violence (inappropriate touching, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse), with the 

perpetrators categorized as either patients or visitors. 

The findings indicated a significant prevalence of workplace violence against healthcare 

workers (HCWs). Half of all participants reported having been physically assaulted, with 

patients and visitors identified as perpetrators in equal numbers. Notwithstanding the ab-

sence of weapons, approximately half of the HCWs perceived such attacks to be a com-

mon occurrence. Moreover, no formal investigations or consequences for attackers were 

reported, and satisfaction with the control of physical violence remained low. 

Verbal harassment was reported by nearly 87% of healthcare workers (HCWs). While the 

majority of respondents indicated that such incidents could be prevented, a significant 

proportion did not take any action in response. Coworkers were identified as the primary 

perpetrators of verbal harassment, and emotional distress was a significant consequence. 

A notable proportion of respondents expressed discontent with the measures in place to 

address verbal harassment. 

Although less frequent than other forms of mistreatment, bullying and aggression affected 

nearly half of the HCWs surveyed. The primary source of verbal harassment was patients' 

companions, and a significant number of incidents were not reported. Similarly, a paucity 

of formal investigations and consequences was observed, and dissatisfaction with control 

measures remained high. It is fortunate that no cases of sexual violence were reported. 

Gender emerged as a significant risk factor, with women experiencing higher rates of 

physical violence and bullying/aggression compared to men. It is notable that belonging 

to a minority ethnic group was associated with a slightly lower likelihood of physical 

violence, while a higher level of worry about violence was linked to a decreased chance 

of experiencing it. The presence of established reporting procedures appeared to facilitate 
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the reporting of incidents of physical violence. Moreover, women were three times more 

likely to experience verbal harassment and bullying than men. 

In sum, this study highlights the urgent need for improved response mechanisms to ad-

dress WPV against HCWs. The high prevalence of physical assault, verbal harassment, 

and bullying/aggression underscores the necessity for effective interventions and policies. 

It is of the utmost importance to address the specific vulnerabilities of women and minor-

ity groups in order to create a safer work environment. 

In comparison to global studies, this research identified similar or higher prevalence rates 

of workplace violence. In this study, 50% of respondents reported experiencing physical 

violence, 87% reported verbal abuse, and nearly half reported bullying or aggression. It 

is noteworthy that instances of sexual violence were not reported. Gender emerged as a 

significant risk factor, with women more likely to experience physical violence and bul-

lying, and men reporting higher rates of verbal abuse. These findings suggest the potential 

for cultural variations. 

Future research should address these limitations by employing longitudinal studies, con-

ducting comparative analyses across diverse healthcare settings, and evaluating interven-

tion effectiveness. Moreover, it is of great importance to investigate the psychological 

consequences of violence, to explore cultural variations, and to examine reporting sys-

tems and leadership roles. Further investigation is warranted in emerging areas such as 

technology-based violence, intersectional populations, and educational interventions. 

The alarming prevalence of violence against healthcare workers (HCWs) in the work-

place underscores the urgent need for interventions and policies aimed at reducing these 

incidents. The implementation of evidence-based strategies by healthcare institutions can 

facilitate the protection of staff and the creation of a more positive work environment. 

3.5 Conclusion 
In conclusion, this chapter reveals a pervasive issue that plagues healthcare systems in 

Iran: violence and harassment against healthcare workers.  These incidents encompass a 

broad range of experiences, from the silent suffering of sexual harassment endured by 

nurses (Zeighami et al., 2022) to the overt violence faced by paramedics on the job (Sa-

hebi et al., 2019).  The consequences of such behavior are far-reaching, affecting not only 

the well-being of these essential workers but also potentially compromising the quality 

of care delivered to patients. The findings presented here underscore the urgent need for 
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a multifaceted approach to addressing this global problem.  Hospitals must assume a lead-

ership role in fostering a safe work environment for their staff.  This can be achieved 

through the implementation of clear anti-harassment policies, comprehensive training 

programs that equip staff with de-escalation techniques and self-defense skills, and the 

establishment of robust support systems to ensure workers feel comfortable reporting in-

cidents (Zeighami et al., 2022; Emary et al., 2024). Public education campaigns also play 

a critical role in raising awareness and fostering respect for healthcare workers. Educating 

the public about the demanding nature of healthcare professions, the challenges faced by 

workers, and the importance of clear communication can contribute to a more supportive 

and understanding environment (Sahebi et al., 2019). Furthermore, additional research, 

particularly in regions where data is scarce, is crucial to gain a deeper understanding of 

the specific cultural and social factors that contribute to violence and harassment against 

healthcare workers around the world.  By acknowledging the global scope of this issue, 

fostering open communication, and implementing effective interventions, we can move 

towards the creation of safer and more respectful workplaces for all healthcare profes-

sionals. Ultimately, this will not only safeguard the well-being of healthcare professionals 

but also lead to a more positive and productive healthcare system, ensuring better patient 

care for all. 
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