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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the direct and indirect effects of social capacity building on women’s economic participation
through the mediating role of empowerment within the institutional framework of the Tehran Welfare Organization. This
applied study employed a descriptive—correlational survey design. The statistical population included all female heads of
household aged 25-49 covered by Tehran Welfare Organization (approximately 3,300 individuals). Based on Cochran’s
formula, 384 participants were required; finally, 448 valid questionnaires were analyzed. Systematic random sampling was
used. Data were collected using a 65-item researcher-developed questionnaire whose content validity (CVR=0.89) and
reliability (Cronbach’s 0=0.74—0.91) were confirmed. Data analysis was conducted through multiple regression and path
analysis using SPSS. Social capacity building significantly predicted economic participation (R2=0.27, p<0.001). Among its
components, formal institutions were the strongest predictor (f=0.359, p<0.001), whereas social capital showed no
significant effect (f=0.079, p=0.117). Empowerment exerted a strong mediating effect on economic participation (=0.442,
p<0.001). Structural—cultural challenges negatively influenced participation (p=-0.141, p=0.003), while policy interventions
demonstrated a positive effect (3=0.192, p<0.001). The findings indicate that sustainable economic participation of female
heads of household can only be achieved through the integrated strengthening of formal institutions, individual
empowerment programs, and structural reforms, whereas isolated welfare interventions yield limited long-term
effectiveness.

Keywords: Social Capacity Building; Economic Participation; Empowerment; Female Heads of Household; Social
Development
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Women’s economic participation is internationally recognized as a central pillar of sustainable development,
poverty reduction, and social equity. Nevertheless, women-headed households remain among the most
economically vulnerable social groups worldwide, facing intersecting structural, cultural, and institutional
barriers that systematically restrict their access to stable income, employment opportunities, and financial
security (World, 2012). This vulnerability is particularly pronounced in developing societies where gender
norms, labor market segmentation, and insufficient institutional support mechanisms further marginalize
women who bear sole responsibility for household provision (Bira, 2021; Mirhosseini & Abbaspor, 2023).
Comparative evidence indicates that female-headed households are significantly more likely to experience
financial precarity and long-term poverty relative to male-headed households, even when overall economic
growth is present (Aléxia Vieira de Abreu et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2024).

Recent development research has increasingly emphasized that economic growth alone does not guarantee
equitable inclusion of women in labor markets. Structural constraints embedded within labor institutions,
policy frameworks, and socio-cultural systems must be addressed through integrated social interventions
(Lopez-Acevedo et al., 2021; Rahman et al., 2025). In this context, social capacity building has emerged as
a critical development strategy. Social capacity building is conceptualized as a multidimensional process
encompassing the strengthening of individual skills, expansion of social networks, enhancement of
institutional support, and accumulation of social capital, all of which enable individuals and communities to
participate more effectively in economic life (Safari, 2018; Tarsi et al., 2020).

Extensive empirical literature confirms the close relationship between social participation, institutional
embeddedness, and economic engagement. Individuals who are integrated into social organizations and
community networks benefit from increased access to information, employment channels, financial resources,
and collective support (Arik et al., 2014; Salemi et al., 2015; Shiani et al., 2012). Trust and social cohesion
further reinforce this process by reducing transaction costs and facilitating cooperation in economic activities
(Azkia & Ghaffari, 2001; Eftekhar Afzali & Kalantari, 2024). Moreover, social participation plays a
mediating role between psychosocial well-being and economic functioning, strengthening resilience and
adaptive capacity among vulnerable populations (Wang et al., 2024; Zhou et al., 2023).

In Iran, the expanding population of women-headed households has intensified policy concerns regarding
poverty, social exclusion, and economic marginalization. Despite the implementation of multiple welfare and
empowerment programs, empirical studies reveal persistent gaps between policy objectives and actual
economic outcomes for this group (Mirhosseini & Abbaspor, 2023; Saeidi & Bajelan, 2022). Qualitative
investigations into the lived experiences of women heads of household further illustrate that limited
institutional trust, fragile social networks, and deep-rooted cultural constraints significantly hinder their
pathways toward sustainable economic participation (Tabrizi Kaho et al., 2023; Vaezi et al., 2021).
Additionally, psychological empowerment and self-awareness have been identified as essential components of
economic reintegration among women heads of household. Social work interventions targeting self-awareness
and cognitive restructuring have demonstrated positive effects on women’s readiness for economic
engagement (Qajavand et al., 2023). These findings align with broader international evidence emphasizing
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that empowerment processes constitute a fundamental mechanism through which social capacity building is
translated into concrete economic participation (Rahman et al., 2025; Tarsi et al., 2020).

Taken together, existing research underscores that the economic participation of women-headed households
cannot be adequately explained by economic variables alone. Instead, it reflects the cumulative effects of social
capacity building, institutional access, social participation, empowerment, and policy environments. However,
despite this expanding body of literature, limited empirical research has examined these relationships in an
integrated model within the Iranian institutional context. The present study seeks to address this gap by
investigating how social capacity building influences the economic participation of women heads of
household, both directly and indirectly through the mediating role of empowerment, while accounting for
structural and policy-related conditions (Mirhosseini & Abbaspor, 2023; Saeidi & Bajelan, 2022; Safari,
2018; Tarsi et al., 2020).

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, descriptive—correlational survey design. The target population consisted of
all women heads of household aged 25 to 49 who were registered with the Tehran Welfare Organization,
totaling approximately 3,300 individuals. Using Cochran’s sampling formula, a minimum sample size of 384
was calculated. To ensure sufficient statistical power and data quality, 500 questionnaires were distributed
using systematic random sampling, of which 448 valid responses were retained for final analysis.

Data were collected through a 65-item researcher-developed questionnaire measuring social capacity building
(formal institutions, informal networks, and social capital), empowerment, social participation, economic
participation, policy interventions, and structural—cultural challenges. Content validity was confirmed through
expert review and calculation of the content validity ratio (CVR = 0.89). Reliability was assessed using
Cronbach’s alpha, yielding coefficients between 0.74 and 0.91 for the overall instrument and subscales.
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS software. Descriptive statistics were followed by multiple
regression analyses and path analysis to test the hypothesized relationships among variables and evaluate both
direct and indirect effects.

Findings

The regression analyses revealed that social capacity building explained 27% of the variance in economic
participation (R? = 0.27, p < .001). Among its components, formal institutions emerged as the strongest
predictor of economic participation (B = 0.359, p <.001), followed by informal networks (B = 0.176, p <.01).
Social capital did not demonstrate a statistically significant direct effect on economic participation (f = 0.079,
p=.117).

Empowerment exerted a strong positive effect on economic participation (f =0.442, p <.001) and significantly
mediated the relationship between social capacity building and economic participation. Structural—cultural
challenges negatively influenced economic participation (B = —0.141, p < .01), while policy interventions
showed a positive effect (B =0.192, p <.001).

Path analysis indicated a dynamic multilevel model in which social capacity building influenced economic
participation both directly and indirectly through empowerment, while policy interventions and structural
barriers moderated these relationships.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that sustainable economic participation among women heads of household is not the
outcome of isolated financial support mechanisms, but rather the product of an interconnected system of social
capacity building, empowerment processes, institutional access, and supportive policy environments. Formal
institutions constitute the structural backbone of economic inclusion by translating social resources into
tangible economic opportunities. Informal networks provide complementary support, particularly in
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facilitating entry into income-generating activities, while empowerment functions as the primary psychological
and cognitive engine that converts social resources into economic agency.

The absence of a significant direct effect of social capital on economic participation suggests that trust and
social cohesion alone are insufficient unless embedded within effective institutional frameworks. Structural—
cultural barriers continue to exert a suppressive effect on women’s economic engagement, underscoring the
necessity of comprehensive policy reforms.

Overall, the study confirms that economic participation among women heads of household requires an
integrated development strategy that simultaneously strengthens institutions, enhances individual
empowerment, expands social participation, and dismantles structural constraints. Without such systemic
alignment, isolated interventions remain limited in their capacity to generate long-term economic
transformation.
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