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ABSTRACT

We use a novel two-step empirical strategy to examine the relationship between social norms and
the gender gap in labour force participation (LFP) across provinces of Turkey. In the first step, we
identify the unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP that remains after accounting for differences
in observed characteristics between women and men for each province by implementing
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a decomposition method. In the second step, we investigate the role of social norms in explaining
cross-province variation in the unexplained part. The results reveal that more egalitarian gender
role attitudes, smaller gender gap in tertiary education, lower fertility and consanguineous mar-
riage rates, and lower level of religiosity significantly predict a smaller unexplained part of the

gender gap in LFP favouring males.

I. Introduction

Tackling the gender gap in labour force participa-
tion (henceforth, LFP) is crucial for women’s eco-
nomic empowerment that can help eradicate
poverty and significantly contributes to inclusive
and sustainable development especially in low and
middle-income countries. This paper examines the
link between gender gap in LFP and social norms
in Turkey using microdata representative at the
provincial level. To this end, we use a novel two-
step empirical strategy in which the first step
involves decomposing the gender gap in LFP for
each province into a part that is explained by gen-
der differences in observed characteristics and
a part that remains unexplained. In the second
step, we investigate whether social norms measured
by gender role attitudes, gender disparity in educa-
tion, family conservatism and religiosity can
account for cross-province variation in the unex-
plained part of the gender gap in LFP.

The Turkish labour market is characterized by
a striking gender disparity in LFP. According to the
OECD statistics for 2019, Turkey has the largest
gender gap in LFP at 39.5 percentage points in

favour of males compared to 15.6 percentage
points on average across OECD countries.
Moreover, the gender gap in LFP varies substan-
tially across regions of Turkey with the difference
between the highest and the lowest gender gap
being more than 20 percentage points
(TURKSTAT 2019).

Turkey offers an ideal setting to investigate the
role of gender norms in explaining cross-province
variation in the gender gap in LFP because there
are remarkable regional differences in beliefs about
the appropriate roles and responsibilities of men
and women in society (Caner et al. 2016).

A recent and growing body of empirical studies
document that gender gaps in the labour market
are to a great extent attributable to cultural norms
regarding gender roles in society (Giuliano 2020).
Contributing to the new strand of literature, several
researchers incorporate gender norms as determi-
nants of female LFP in Turkey (Gunduz-Hosgor
and Smits 2008; Goksel 2013; Dildar 2015; Atasoy
2017). They provide evidence that traditional gen-
der role attitudes are the driving forces behind
women’s low LFP in Turkey.'
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Unlike previous studies that attempt to identify
the determinants of geographical variation in the
gender gap in LFP with a focus on social norms, we
capitalize on cross-province variation in the gender
gap in LFP within a single country rather than
relying on cross-country comparisons (e.g.
Antecol 2000; Fortin 2005). Most importantly, we
take advantage of our dataset that contains rich
information on demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics of individuals. We explore the rela-
tionship between social norms and cross-province
variation in the unexplained part of the gender gap
in LFP that remains after accounting for gender
differences in observed characteristics. Our results
reveal that family conservatism, religiosity, gender
disparity in tertiary education and non-egalitarian
gender role attitudes are positively associated with
the unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP
favouring males.

Il. Data and empirical strategy

Our empirical strategy consists of two steps. In
the first step, using data from the 2013 Turkish
Life Satisfaction Survey (TLSS), we decompose
the gender gap in LFP into an explained and an
unexplained part for each of the 81 provinces
of Turkey.” We implement the extension of the
Oaxaca Blinder (OB) decomposition method
for nonlinear models proposed by Powers,
Hirotoshi, and Yun (2011) to estimate the two
components of the gender gap as follows:

~

= G(XuB,) — G(X.B,) (2)

= 6(XuB,.) = 6(XuB,,) + G(XuB,,) — G(XB,)

Explained part: A}

Unexplained part: A;

A3)

where the subscripts m and w denote the men and
women groups, respectively. A, denotes the gender
gap in labour force participation in province p. LP,,
(LP,,) represents the proportion of men (women)
who are in the labour force in province p.* G(.)
denotes the cumulative distribution function of the
logistic distribution. X, (X,,) is a vector of indivi-
dual and household characteristics for men
(women), including age, age squared, marital sta-
tus, educational attainment, self-reported health
status, religiosity, the presence of children who
attend school in the household, household income

and household size.* Bm (ﬁw) is a vector of logit
coefficient estimates based on men (women) sam-
ple in province p.’

After adding and subtracting the estimated
counterfactual labour market outcome for

women, G(X,B, ), to the right side of equation
(2), the gender gap in labour force participation
can be split into two components: A; and Ag. The

first term on the right side of equation (3) is called
the explained part that represents the part of the
gap attributable to gender differences in observed
characteristics, while the second term is called the
unexplained part that captures differences in
returns to those characteristics between men and
women. The unexplained part can also be attribu-
ted to gender differences in unmeasurable or unob-
served endowments that affect LFP.

In the second step, to explore the role of social
norms in explaining cross-province variation in the
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP, we
estimate the following model:

+ &
(4)
where A is the unexplained part of the gender

gap in LFP in province p. G, denotes the
average value of the gender role attitudes index in

2Although Turkish Statistical Institute has conducted the TLSS every year since 2003, the 2013 TLSS is the only survey representative at provincial level, allowing
us to examine the gender gap in labour force participation across 81 provinces of Turkey.

3P, (LP,) is a dummy variable that takes the value of 1 if the man (woman) participated in the labour force and 0 otherwise.

“Table A.1 of Appendix presents the definition of variables used in the individual-level analysis and descriptive statistics based on the whole sample that

includes all the 81 provinces by gender.

3Since the logit model includes a constant term, the average value of the outcome of interest for men (women) must be equal to the average value of the

predicted probabilities in the men (women) sample (i.e. LP,, = G(Xm[im) and [P, = G(XW[SW)).



region r.° The vector E, includes three gender gaps
in education in province p, namely gender gaps in
high school and tertiary education completion rate,
and gender gap in secondary school enrolment
rate. We control for cross-province variation in
family conservatism by including the vector F,
that contains fertility rate and consanguineous
marriage rate in province p. R,, which is
a measure of religiosity, denotes the number of
individuals successfully completed Qur’an courses
per 1,000 population in province p.” X, is a vector
of province-specific economic and institutional
factors, including per capita GDP, unemployment
rate, and the number of child care centres per 1,000
children aged 0-6 years.” We also include macro-
region fixed effects (Af) to account for the demo-
graphic, social, cultural, and economic differences
between five different parts of Turkey, namely
West, East, North, South and Central. ¢, is the
error term. We use province weights inversely pro-
portional to the estimated standard error of the
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP when
estimating Equation 4.

lll. Results and discussion

The decomposition results of the gender gap in
LEP for all provinces presented in Table A.3 can
be summarized as follows. The gender gap in LFP,
which is positive and statistically significant at the
1% level in all provinces, varies considerably across
provinces from 23.8 percentage points in Bartin to
68.2 percentage points in Sirnak. In 35 provinces,
the explained part of the gender gap in LFP is
statistically insignificant, implying that there are
no discernible gender differences in observable
characteristics. A statistically significant positive
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(negative) explained part suggests that gender dif-
ferences in observable characteristics predict an
advantage for males(females) over females(males).
In the remaining 46 provinces, gender differences
in observed characteristics range from 9.4 percen-
tage points in favour of females in Kars to 5.1 per-
centage points in favour of males in Siirt.” The
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP, always
in favour of males and statistically significant at the
1% level, constitutes a sizable part of the gender gap
in LFP in every province.

Figure 1 displays a notable cross-provincial var-
iation in the unexplained component. The darker
the shade of blue in the map, the larger is the
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP.
Figure 1 also indicates that there are stark differ-
ences in the magnitude of the unexplained compo-
nent between Eastern and Western provinces of
Turkey. In particular, Southeastern provinces,
where patriarchal and conservative values are
more pronounced, have a sizable unexplained
part favouring males. Figure 1 is in line with
Gunduz-Hosgor and Smits (2008) and Dildar
(2015) that present evidence that women’s labour
force participation exhibits significant differences
across regions of Turkey. Our decomposition
results indicate that even after controlling for
a large set of individual and household character-
istics that affect labour force participation beha-
viour, the gender gap in LFP remains significantly
unexplained in all provinces.

To examine whether social norms can account
for cross-province variation in the unexplained part
of the gender gap in LFP, we estimate different
versions of Equation 4, in which measures of social
norms are sequentially added to the model. The
results are presented in Table 1. In all six

We use data from the 2013 Turkish Demographic and Health Survey to create the gender role attitudes index. In this survey, women are asked whether they
agree with several statements that capture their attitudes towards gender equality in various life domains. First, using answers to those seven survey
questions, we assign a value of 1 to agreement (disagreement) with each gender-egalitarian (gender-nonegalitarian) statement and 0 otherwise. Second, the
index is created by summing up the seven indicator variables. The higher the value of the index, the more egalitarian gender role attitudes the woman has.
Third, to obtain region-specific gender role attitudes, we take the average value of the gender role attitudes index at the NUTS 2 level in which 81 provinces of
Turkey aggregated into 26 regions. Unfortunately, the data are not available at the provincial level. See Table A.2 in the Appendix for the detailed information

about the creation of the index.

’Quran courses, offered by the Presidency of Religious Affairs, aim to provide individuals with Islamic religious knowledge, teach how to read Qur'anic verses in
Arabic, and help them memorize parts of the Qur'an that are recited in religious prayers. The US Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report
(United States Department of State 2014) states that according to the Turkish government, 99% of the population is Muslim, the vast majority of which is
Sunni Muslim. Representatives of other religious affiliations, on the other hand, claim that the actual percentage of Muslims is slightly lower than 99% and
members of other religious affiliations, most of whom live in Istanbul and other large cities, constitute less than 1% of the population.

8Table A.2 in the Appendix presents a detailed description of all the regional-level explanatory variables used in Equation 4, their data sources and descriptive

statistics.

°A statistically significant positive(negative) explained part indicates the expected decrease(increase) in the gender gap in LFP if men had the same

endowments as women.
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Figure 1. Provincial differences in the unexplained part of the gender gap in labour force participation

specifications, we control for GDP per capita, unem-
ployment rate, child care service provision and
macro-region fixed effects to control for economic
and institutional determinants of the unexplained
part of the gender gap. In column (1), we include
only the gender role attitudes index as a measure of
gender norms. The estimated coefficient of the
index is negative and statistically significant at the
1% level, suggesting that more egalitarian gender

role attitudes are associated with a decrease in the
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP favouring
males. Providing supporting evidence for this find-
ing, Dildar (2015) establishes a negative causal rela-
tionship between traditional gender role attitudes
and women labour force participation using data
from the 2008 Turkey Demographic and Health
Survey. Since gender norms play a significant role
in achieving gender equity in education, Column (2)

Table 1. The relationship between social norms and cross-province variation in the unexplained part of the gender gap in labour force

participation.

(1 )

3) (4) (5) (6)

Gender role attitudes index —.089*** —.095**
(.025) (.023)
Gender gap in tertiary - .019**
education completion rate (.007)
Gender gap in high school - —-.005
completion rate (.004)
Gender gap in secondary - .002
school enrolment rate (.002)
Fertility rate - -
Consanguineous marriage rate - -
Qur'an course attendance - -
Logarithm of GDP per capita .047* .045*
(.026) (.027)
Unemployment rate .005** .004**
(.001) (.001)
Child care service provision —.132% —.143%*
(.028) (.027)
Region dummies Yes Yes
Number of observations 81 81
R-squared 0.70 0.74

—.068*** —.073*** —.061** —.066*"*
(.021) (.023) (.021) (.022)
0227+ .019** .020** 016"
(.007) (.007) (.008) (.007)
—-.004 —-.004 —-.004 —-.004
(.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)
.001 .002 .001 .001
(.002) (.002) (.002) (.002)
079+ - 087 -
(.023) (.022)
- 014+ - 016"
(.005) (.004)
- - .002* .002*
(.001) (.001)
.063** 062" 0771+ 072
(.027) (.025) (.024) (.021)
.001 —-.001 .001 —-.001
(.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)
—.085*** —.088*** —-.082** —-.083**
(.032) (.033) (.032) (.032)
Yes Yes Yes Yes
81 81 81 81
0.78 0.77 0.79 0.78

Notes: OLS coefficient estimates with robust standard errors in parentheses are reported. The dependent variable is the unexplained part of the gender gap in
LFP. The constant term and region dummies are not reported. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *™* p < 0.01.



adds three measures of gender gap in education. We
find that a larger gender gap in tertiary education
completion rate significantly predicts a larger unex-
plained part favouring males. However, gender gaps
in secondary school enrolment rate and in high
school completion rate are not statistically signifi-
cant predictors of cross-province variation in the
unexplained part. Previous studies at the individual
level show that university education has a much
bigger positive impact on the probability of
women’s labour force participation than lower levels
of education (e.g. Ilkkaracan (2012) and Atasoy
(2017)).

In columns (3) and (4), we add fertility rate and
consanguineous marriage rate, respectively, as mea-
sures of family conservatism.'® The estimated coef-
ficients for fertility rate (column 3) and
consanguineous marriage rate (column 4) are posi-
tive and statistically significant at the 1% level, sug-
gesting that the unexplained part favouring males
tends to be larger in provinces with higher fertility
and consanguineous marriage rates. In columns (5)
and (6), we investigate whether religiosity is
a statistically significant determinant of cross-
province variation in the unexplained part. The
results reveal that the higher the proportion of
province population that graduated from Qur’an
courses, the larger is the unexplained part of the
gender gap in LFP favouring males in that province.

The results also show that increased GDP per
capita (child care service provision) is associated
with a bigger (smaller) unexplained part of the
gender gap in LFP favouring males. Examining the
determinants of female labour force participation
across provinces of Turkey for the years 1980,
1985 and 1990, Tansel (2002) provides evidence
for the U-shaped relationship between female
labour force participation and economic develop-
ment measured by per capita Gross Provincial
Product. The estimated coefficient of unemploy-
ment rate is positive and statistically significant in
the parsimonious specifications presented in col-
umns 1 and 2, which is consistent with the discour-
aged worker hypothesis."’ The estimated coefficient
of unemployment rate turns out to be statistically
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insignificant when we control for measures of family
conservatism and religiosity in columns 3-6, sug-
gesting that higher province-level unemployment
rate is associated with higher levels of family and
religious conservatism.

IV. Conclusion

This paper investigates the importance of social
norms in explaining gender disparity in LFP
across the provinces of Turkey. We first obtain
the unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP
that remains after accounting for gender differ-
ences in observed characteristics in each pro-
vince by implementing a decomposition
method. Next, we relate cross-province differ-
ences in the unexplained part to measures of
social norms. We find that more egalitarian
gender role attitudes, smaller gender gap in
tertiary education, lower fertility and consan-
guineous marriage rates, and lower level of reli-
giosity  significantly predict a  smaller
unexplained part of the gender gap in LFP
favouring males. Our findings provide evidence
that policies aimed at eroding restrictive gen-
der-related social norms can also help narrow
the gender gap in LFP in Turkey.
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