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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the lived experiences of women over 50 in Urmia regarding developments in gender justice across economic,
educational, health, legal, and political dimensions. A qualitative phenomenological design was employed, using in-depth and semi-
structured interviews with 15 women over the age of 50 from Turkish, Kurdish, and Armenian ethnic groups in Urmia. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective
coding following Colaizzi’s seven-step method. Credibility and trustworthiness were ensured through member checking, peer debriefing,
expert review, and adherence to ethical considerations, including informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation. The
analysis revealed two overarching interpretations of gender justice among the women: egalitarian and equity-based perspectives.
Participants reported gradual yet limited improvements over recent decades in areas such as economic independence, access to healthcare
services, educational opportunities, legal awareness, and political participation. Despite these advancements, persistent structural
inequalities, patriarchal norms, unequal access to resources, limited political representation, and gendered barriers in employment and
decision-making continue to shape their lived experiences. Women also described increasing agency, growing awareness, and expanding
but still constrained influence in social and political spheres. Overall, gender justice developments are perceived as progressive yet
insufficient, characterized by slow change, enduring structural constraints, and a continued need for reforms that promote equitable
opportunities and strengthen women’s agency.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Gender justice has emerged as a central analytical framework for understanding inequalities that shape
women’s lived experiences across economic, social, political, educational, and health domains. Contemporary
scholarship confirms that gender justice is not a single-dimensional construct but rather a layered and evolving
social reality shaped by structural arrangements, cultural norms, policy frameworks, and interpersonal
interactions. Research in Iran and comparable societies demonstrates that gender justice cannot be examined
merely through institutional documents or legal structures, but must be understood through women’s lived
experiences, especially those who have witnessed several decades of social transformation. In this regard,
studies on gender justice reveal a persistent gap between formal policies and everyday practices, highlighting
the importance of exploring how women interpret fairness, opportunity, and social change. For example,
investigations into women’s perceptions of gender justice indicate that despite improvements in certain
indicators, inequalities remain deeply embedded in family structures, labor markets, and political environments
(Rashvand-Sorkh-Kolah & Mir-Hosseini, 2022). International literature similarly documents that gender
inequality is sustained through cultural norms, social hierarchies, and power differences, as demonstrated in
Nepal, where gender-based violence and restricted opportunities structure women’s everyday lives (Dahal et
al., 2022). Analyses from Syria reinforce this view, showing that economic hardship, security limitations, and
traditional gender expectations significantly restrict women’s access to education and upward mobility
(Almelhem et al., 2022).

The conceptual foundations of gender justice have also been scrutinized. Some scholars argue that mainstream

theories of justice have historically ignored gender as a category of analysis, thereby reinforcing male-centered



interpretations of fairness (Alasvand, 2022). Others contend that justice must incorporate the subjective
experiences of women to avoid theoretical abstraction and to ensure that justice addresses material and
symbolic inequalities. In the Iranian context, gender justice discourse is marked by contradictory policy
narratives and competing ideological interpretations, making it difficult to reach a unified operational
definition (Salimi & Kazemi, 2021a, 2021b). Studies of journalists, policymakers, and women across diverse
professions consistently illustrate that legal frameworks and political structures continue to prioritize male
authority and underrepresent women’s interests (Sadr-Nabavi et al., 2021). Furthermore, social research
conducted in Ardabil indicates that women’s perceptions of justice are shaped by self-awareness, economic
capacity, family roles, and cultural norms (Dashtyari et al., 2021).

Globally, research has documented the persistence of gender inequality even in seemingly progressive
environments. Studies on women in sports environments show structural barriers and masculinity-driven
norms that restrict women’s opportunities for recognition and advancement (Afroozeh et al., 2021). Work
from Afghanistan reveals how constructions of masculinity reinforce unequal gender relations and inhibit
justice in both private and public spheres (Achavez et al., 2015). Analyses of world religions demonstrate that
gender inequality is strongly influenced by religious traditions and institutional structures, further complicating
efforts toward justice (Klingorova & Havlicek, 2015). Additionally, phenomenological studies emphasize the
importance of capturing subjective lived experience, highlighting that personal narratives provide the most
authentic understanding of gendered inequalities (Callary et al., 2015).

Recent systematic reviews show that the scholarship on gender justice in Iran remains fragmented, though it
consistently reports disparities across sectors including labor participation, political representation, and
educational access (Borbour et al., 2023). Research on policy-making challenges also highlights the role of
weak planning, lack of reliable data, and resistance to adopting gender-sensitive frameworks (Khosravi-
Dehghi & Bastani, 2019; Khosravi, 2018). Evidence from housing studies further reveals that structural
inequalities continue to influence women’s physical security and mental well-being (Watson, 2023). In the
economic domain, studies of women entrepreneurs demonstrate that enhancing their dynamic capabilities
contributes significantly to gender equality and economic empowerment (Feranita et al., 2025).

Across diverse cultures—including Sweden, Japan, Indonesia, and Australia—researchers have documented
the interplay of gender norms, inequality, and mental health, affirming that gender justice cannot be isolated
from broader sociocultural contexts (Damanik et al., 2025; Wemrell, 2024; Yoshida, 2023). Educational
research in girls’ schools similarly shows how unequal access, gendered expectations, and institutional
constraints restrict academic equity and career development (Jafaroudi, 2021). Complementary studies on
family and religious communication emphasize the importance of value-based counseling models that integrate
gender justice principles (Aibak, 2023). Even in literature and cultural analysis, gender inequality remains a

central theme, as illustrated in critical analyses of popular media (Jinyi, 2025).



Taken together, this body of research underscores the need for detailed phenomenological inquiry into
women’s lived experiences to illuminate the intersection of structural forces and personal realities. Women
over 50 represent a particularly valuable group for such inquiry because they have experienced multiple phases
of social, political, and economic change. Accordingly, the present study explores their lived experiences of
gender justice transformations in economic, health, educational, legal, and political domains over four decades.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of women aged
50 and above in Urmia. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure maximum diversity
across ethnicity, education level, and employment background. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-
structured interviews conducted face-to-face. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological framework. Open, axial, and selective coding were
used to derive major themes and subthemes. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, peer
debriefing, and the use of reflective notes.

Findings

Analysis revealed two overarching conceptualizations of gender justice among participants: egalitarian justice,
defined as equal distribution of resources regardless of individual differences, and equity-based justice, defined
as fairness grounded in merit, need, and contextual conditions. In the economic domain, women reported
increased participation in the labor market, greater financial autonomy, and expanded opportunities; however,
they also described persistent wage disparities, unequal hiring processes, limited career advancement, and
restricted access to financial resources. In the health domain, participants acknowledged improvements in
access to healthcare services and maternal care but emphasized continuing challenges such as psychological
distress, chronic illness, and disparities in insurance coverage. In the educational domain, they recognized
substantial expansion in schooling opportunities for girls but noted enduring inequalities in teacher
distribution, resource allocation, and cultural resistance to girls’ education in earlier decades.

Legal justice findings showed that participants perceived laws and decision-making structures as male-
dominated, often excluding women’s voices from critical discussions and limiting their autonomy in areas
such as divorce, custody, and property rights. Politically, women noted limited representation, lack of
mentorship, cultural stereotypes, and minimal access to leadership positions. While participants acknowledged
modest improvements in political awareness and civic engagement among women, they emphasized that these
changes remain insufficient relative to their expectations and needs.

Discussion and Conclusion

Findings of the present study reveal that women’s experiences of gender justice transformations reflect a
pattern of incremental but uneven progress across multiple domains of life. Participants frequently expressed

ambivalence, recognizing clear improvements over four decades while simultaneously pointing to deeply

entrenched inequalities. This duality mirrors broader sociological observations that gender justice advances



through complex, nonlinear processes influenced by structural, cultural, and interpersonal dynamics. The
contrast between increased opportunities and persistent restrictions demonstrates that formal improvements in
services, laws, or education do not automatically translate into substantive justice in lived experience.

The results highlight the importance of attending to generational perspectives. Women over 50 have lived
through periods of significant social transformation, and their narratives provide insight into long-term trends
rather than short-term fluctuations. Their reflections reveal that while access to education, healthcare, and
employment has grown, these gains have not been matched by equivalent progress in legal empowerment,
political participation, or cultural change. Many participants emphasized the continuation of patriarchal norms,
which underscores the resilience of cultural expectations that regulate gender roles and limit women’s agency.
These findings reaffirm that gender justice requires more than policy modification; it demands cultural
transformation, institutional accountability, and sustained empowerment. By examining the lived experiences
of women in later adulthood, the present study contributes to a deeper understanding of how structural
inequalities manifest over time and how women interpret progress relative to their past realities. Ultimately,
the study underscores that meaningful gender justice is contingent upon holistic approaches that integrate

economic opportunity, legal reform, social support, and shifts in cultural attitudes.
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