
Abstract • Historically, female labor force participation (FLFP) rate has 
been very low in Turkey. As the majority of women in Turkey wear head-
scarves, this study examines if the ban on the religious garb contributed 
to the low FLFP rate. The study links the wearing of headscarves to 
labor market outcomes for women using the individual level data from 
2 rounds of the National Demographic and Health Surveys (NDHS) 
conducted in 2003 and 2008, and 2 surveys conducted by the Konda 
Research Company in 2007 and 2011. After controlling other religious 
behaviors and values, it is demonstrated that urban women who wear 
headscarves are 3.6% to 8.5% less likely to be employed while the rate 
increases to between 17% to 28.2% among women with a university 
degree. This suggests that the impact of the headscarf ban was more 
damaging among women with degrees.
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Öz • Türkiye’de tarihsel olarak kadnlarn i  hayatna katlm oranlar 
çok dü üktür. Bu çal mada Türkiye’deki kadnlarn ço unun ba örtüsü 
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kullanmasna ra men uygulanan ba örtüsü yasa nn kadnlarn i  ha-
yatna katlmnn dü ük olmasnda rolü olup olmad  incelenmi tir. 
Bu amaçla,  2003 ve 2008 yllarnda yaplan Türkiye Nüfus ve Sa lk 
Ara trmas (TNSA)’nn bireysel düzeydeki verileri ve Konda Ara trma 

irketi tarafndan 2007 ve 2011 yllarnda yaplan 2 anket kullanlarak 
kadnlarn ba örtüsü takma durumu i  hayat çktlar ile ili kilendiril-
mi tir. Di er dini hayat ile ilgili davran lar ve de erler kontrol edildik-
ten sonra, kentte ya ayan kadnlar arasnda ba örtüsü kullananlarn 
çal yor olma ihtimali %3.6 - %8.5 orannda daha dü üktür.  Bu oran 
üniversite mezunu ba örtülü kadnlar için %17 ila %28.2’ye kadar daha 
dü üktür. Bu bulgular, ba örtüsü yasa nn özellikle üniversite e itimi 
alm  kadnlar daha çok etkiledi i sonucuna götürmektedir.  

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ba örtüsü, Kadnn hayatna Katlm, Türkiye.

1. Introduction

Historically, the female labor force participation (FLFP) rate 
has been very low in Turkey. For the 1990-2016 period, on aver-
age 30.7% of females participated in the labor market whereas the 
rate among men were 77.8% (See Figure A.1). Turkey’s FLFP rate 
is the lowest among OECD countries, which has an average 60% 
FLFP rate for the same period.1 Although Turkey shares some of the 
characteristics of the Middle East and North Africa region, Turkey’s 
FLFP rate, interestingly, has been lower than even some Islamic 
countries. Indeed, according to Global Gender Gap report (2007) by 
World Economic Forum, Turkey is ranked 108th among 115 coun-
tries in this regard, behind Bangladesh, Tunisia, Syria, Algeria and 
Qatar. Intervening years have not created any progress in terms of 
gender equality. As the 2016 edition of the Global Gender Gap report 
shows, Turkey ranks 130th country among 144 countries, again be-
hind Bangladesh, Tunisia, Algeria and Qatar. In the Global Gender 
Gap 2016’s country analysis, lower FLFP was cited as a weakness 
preventing Turkey achieving gender equality.

There are various reasons for the low FLFP in Turkey. One 
reason is the migration from rural to urban areas starting in 1980s 

1 The 2nd lowest FLFP rate belongs to Mexico among OECD countries which has 
42.6% FLFP rate for 1990-2016 period. 
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(Dayo lu & Krdar, 2010). Women who previously were unpaid 
family workers did not (could not) find jobs when they migrated 
to urban areas, as they lacked the necessary skill sets urban jobs. 
Ba levent and Onaran (2004) found a mild positive effect of export-
oriented growth strategy on the FLFP. However, the main finding 
of Baslevent and Onaran (2004) is that female labor force responds 
more strongly to long term economic growth rather than temporary 
changes brought by business cycles. Tansel (2002)’s findings sug-
gest a U-shaped relationship between FLFP rate and the level of 
economic development in Turkey, a conclusion that is also supported 
by the findings of Cagatay and Ozler (1995), who used date from 165 
countries. Using cross-sectional data, Dayioglu (2000) found that the 
level of education, marital status and number of children are impor-
tant determinants of labor market status. 

There are many findings that show the importance of social 
norms on FLFP rates in other countries (Fernandez, Fogli, & Ol-
ivetti, 2004). Indeed, social norms in Turkey are not conducive to 
female employment.2 Dedeo lu (2010) discusses how women’s roles 
as mothers and wives prevent them from engaging in paid work. 
lkkaracan (2012) also finds similar evidence based on micro level 

data. She discusses the sociological reasons for the lower FLFP rate 
and argues that a gender-based division of labor and value judg-
ments prevent women from market-based economic activity. 

Lately, there has been arguments alleging conservatism as a 
social discourse is perpetuating the already low FLFP. lkkaracan 
(2012), together with Göksel (2013) and Atasoy (2016), argue that re-
ligiosity and culturally conservative attitudes are the reason behind 
lower FLFP. As Goksel (2013) rightfully acknowledges, both men and 
women in Turkey are very devout (See Table 1). However, one cru-
cial aspect Turkey’s social dynamics is ignored when conservatism 
is seen as the main impediment to increasing the FLFP rate in Tur-
key.  Although the ruling elite of Turkey before 2000 passed several 
very progressive regulations to empower women,3 there remained a 

2 Around 60% of participants’ to World Values Survey 2001 in Turkey are of the 
opinion that when jobs are scarce, men should be given priority over women.

3 Turkey became a member of the United Nations’ Committee on the Elimination 
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gap between the religiosity of citizens and the ruling elite’s desire 
to modernize and secularize.4 This gap itself produced a very strict 
headscarf ban, even though the majority of women in Turkey wears 
a headscarf. 

Carkoglu and Toprak (2006) reports that 63.5% of women in 
Turkey wear some sort of headscarf. Konda 2007 survey found that 
69.6% of women in Turkey wear headscarves (GYDLTA, 2007). Simi-
larly, the A&G’s surveys found that the percentage of households in 
which women did not wear headscarves was 21.5 and 16.6 in 2003 
and 2007, respectively (TA, 2003-2007). Also, Carkoglu & Toprak 
(2006) reports that 25% of the respondents said they would disap-
prove if their daughters took off their headscarves just to continue 
their education. Konda 2007 also reports that 26% of the respond-
ents would prefer their daughters to forgo their university education 
rather than uncover their heads. As many people are of the opinion 
that the headscarf cannot be discarded in order to attain legitimate 
objectives, such as education, one can deduce that, many women and 
men would consider wearing of the headscarf as an essential element 
for women’s labor market participation. 

Yet, in 1997, a very strict ban was imposed against wear-
ing of the headscarf, which remained active in practice until 2009. 
The ban was officially lifted only in 2013. The ban on the religious 
symbol 5 covered all public spaces, including universities and other 
public institutions, as it was thought it should have no place in the 
public life of a secular Turkey.6 However, the majority of the public 

of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1985 (Directorate General on 
the Status of Women, 2011). A Turkish directorate general was established 
under the Prime Ministry in 1990 for improving the status of women in 
society. Moreover, a new labor law was enacted in 2003 to strengthen the 
legal measures against gender discrimination in the labor market (Directorate 
General on the Status of Women, 2008).

4 How such a gap can happen in democratically ruled country like Turkey is an 
interesting question, but this is beyond the scope of this paper. 

5 According to some, headscarf was not only a religious symbol but also a 
political symbol (See Hürriyet, 2003). 

6 The ban was enacted as a result of a National Security Council meeting later 
named as ‘28th February Postmodern coup’. For detailed information on the 
historical events related to the headscarf ban, one can consult Ugur (2017).
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actually opposed the headscarf ban. According to Konda (2007) sur-
vey, 78% of the respondents said they are against the headscarf ban 
in universities. 

As a result of this ban, women at universities were forced to 
drop out, while civil servants quit their jobs if they continued to wear 
the headscarf. According to AK-DER (2010), 5,000 women who wore 
a headscarf were sacked between 1998 and 2002 and another10,000 
were forced to quit, because going to work wearing a headscarf was 
considered insubordination. From 2000 onwards, women who applied 
to become civil servants were forced to enter entrance tests “with un-
covered heads.” Moreover, apart from the ban’s impact on women’s 
labor market prospects by restricting educational opportunities and 
preventing employment in the public sector, there were also limi-
tations imposed on private sector opportunities. In professions re-
quiring practitioners to be registered to professional organizations, 
such as doctors, pharmacists, dentists, lawyers, and notaries, the 
professional Chambers and Unions issued circulars outlawing the 
headscarf. Cindoglu (2010) also argues that the ban had a spill-over 
effect in the private sector. According to Cindoglu (2010)’s interviews 
with headscarved women, private companies did not prefer to hire 
them because they could not do anything that included visiting a 
public office. Those women had to be invisible in offices. Due to the 
inherent nature of white-collar jobs, a journalist, an engineer, or a 
banker would have to deal with many different institutions, some of 
which may have the ban on the headscarf in place. Encounters with 
such institutions could result in poor performances, which could in 
turn make the woman with the headscarf a liability for the company. 
Cindoglu (2010) suggests that even if there were no discriminatory 
motivations or intentions by the company, the existence of the head-
scarf ban created a hostile environment for professional women who 
want to wear it. 

In this study, we examine how the wearing of headscarf is re-
lated to labor market outcomes for women. Cindoglu (2010) studied 
the headscarf ban through in-depth interviews with 79 women. But, 
the group was not representative and the number of observations 
was few due to the nature of that study. 
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The ban did harm the labor market prospects of women who 
wore the headscarf. However, the effect depended on how attached a 
woman was to her job before the imposition of the ban and her bond 
with the headscarf. Carvalho (2013) suggests women who continue 
to wear the headscarf despite everything the society throws at them 
display a cultural resistance based on devoutness. Ugur (2017) shows 
that 72% of headscarved women in Konda 2007 dataset reported that 
they wore the scarf due to their own religious devotion.7  Ugur (2017) 
also shows that the ban did not cause a sudden drop in the portion of 
women wearing the headscarf.

There are studies casting doubt on religious women’s willing-
ness to work. Clark, Ramsbey, and Adler (1991) finds lower FLFP 
in Muslim and Latin American countries. Assad (2005) blames con-
servatism prevalent in the Egyptian society for the low FLFP rate. 
However, there is also a supply side effect in which employers expect 
candidates for the top positions not to wear the headscarf as it is 
associated with backwardness (Carvalho, 2013). On the other hand, 
headscarved women argue that the religious garb affords them ad-
vantages like safety and authenticity while entering public spaces, 
which is traditionally thought to be the men’s domain (Read & Bar-
tkowski, 2000). 

Individual level data from four surveys are used to study the 
impact of the headscarf ban. Ideally, the data would reflect the head-
scarf use and labor market conditions before and after the ban. How-
ever, we only have individual level data for headscarf use after the 
ban. Therefore, no evidence can be provided on how the ban affected 
the use of the headscarf. However, there is evidence on how wearing 
the headscarf is linked to the labor market outcomes controlling for 
a large set of other religious behaviors. 

To the researcher’s knowledge, this study is the first of its kind 
that demonstrates the effect of the headscarf ban on female labor 
market outcomes on a representative scale. This issue is clearly im-
portant, as in many countries the headscarves of Muslim women is 

7 7% wear it due to their family member’s request, 16% wear it due to customs/
traditions, 4.66% wear it to be in accord with their environment (Ugur, 2017).
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an issue of considerable importance and in recent years many poli-
ticians have publicly supported the banning of the headscarf. (See 
Chick (2010); Dunbar (2009); Human Rights Watch (2009); Mardell 
(2006); Saharso (2007); Vakulenko (2007))

2. Background of the Headscarf Ban in Turkey

The headscarf ban was first enforced in all public institutions 
(all universities and public buildings) across Turkey in the 1960s. In 
this paper, we focus on regulations involving the labor market. When 
the Republic was first founded in 1923, nothing limiting women’s 
garbs was introduced. (Jenkins, 2008). Yet, implicitly, until recently, 
the secularist elite running the country was uneasy about the head-
scarf (Hoodfar, 1991). Until the 1970s, there were no women with 
headscarves working at public institutions. And afterwards, except 
certain rare cases,8 there were only a small number of professional 
women, such as among teachers and professors at universities, wear-
ing headscarves at public institutions. In the 1980s, when the head-
scarf became more visible with the increase in the number of women 
working at public institutions and going to university, the ruling 
elite of the country felt more uncomfortable. 

At the time, there were no laws explicitly preventing women 
from wearing the headscarf. The ban would be enforced through reg-
ulations. The first set of regulations about the proper dress code for 
women working at public institutions that contains articles on wom-
en’s head/hair was enacted in 1982 (The Official Gazette, 1982). This 
allowed some institutions to strictly prohibit the use of the headscarf, 
while others simply ignored the rules. Different institutions had dif-
fering attitudes toward the limitation. However, for academic re-
search, the period lacks any workable data, because what the local 
executive thought about it usually decided the matter. Anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that it was loosely applied in rural areas, whereas in 
big cities like Ankara and Istanbul, civil servants were under tighter 
scrutiny in order to prevent the wearing of the headscarf. 

8 Lawyer Emine Aykenar was expelled from the Chamber of Lawyers which 
essentially mentions that she can not work as a lawyer on the grounds of her 
headscarf by the then president Yekta Güngör Özden (Aksoy, 2005). 
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The National Security Council meeting on 28 February 1997 
introduced an entirely new reality for women wearing the headscarf. 
In that longer than usual meeting, several decisions were taken to 
prevent any breach of the principle of secularism9 in the Constitu-
tion (National Security Council, 1997). Although the headscarf was 
not explicitly mentioned in any of the decisions, the 13th resolu-
tion of the council mentioned the so-called modern way of dressing. 
The headscarf was interpreted as being opposed to secularism and 
the modern way of dressing and its use was strictly prohibited at 
universities and other public institutions. It was the narrowest and 
the harshest interpretation of the nationwide ban. The ban was still 
enforced as late as 2008. That year, an initiative took place to lift 
the ban. The Constitutional Court decided to preserve the ban on the 
grounds that headscarves violated the principle of secularism in the 
Constitution (The Official Gazette, 2008).  

The Union of Turkish Bar Associations (1971) regulations 
say lawyers can only enter the courtroom without the headscarf. 
Although some doctors were able to work with the headscarf before 
1997,10 Benli (2011) reports several cases, especially at the Istanbul 
University’s Cerrahpa a Hospital, where doctors were prevented 
from doing their jobs because of their headscarf. 

3. Methodology

The regression analysis used explains women’s employment 
status as a function of control variables and the use of headscarves. 
As female labor market outcomes are found to be less favorable in 
Muslim countries, we control for the individual’s own reported degree 
of devoutness, the frequency of daily prayers, fasting and the reading 
of Quran to account for the potentially lower demand for employment 
among religious people. Attitudes towards women’s contribution to 
the family budget are also included. The place of birth and the cur-
rent address of residency are used to analyze the possible effects 

9 Securalism in Turkey is more of French type laicite rather than Anglo-Saxon 
secularism (Kuru, 2009).

10 Hümeyra Öktem was reported to work in Tuberculosis dispensary in 1955 and 
thereafter other public hospitals (Benli, 2011).
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of upbringing and social norms in different regions. The analysis 
includes the largest possible control variables to isolate the impact 
of the headscarf ban from the supply side conservative attitudes and 
other factors that might reduce a person’s prospects of employment. 
To identify the effect of the ban, the study assumes women who wear 
and do not wear the headscarf are similar in all other ways. Women 
who were younger than 17 at the time the ban was imposed were 
ignored, as they are considered child labor. Women from rural ar-
eas were likewise ignored as their employment is usually involves 
unpaid agricultural work on family plot and does not conform to the 
normal labor supply analysis.

4. Data

We use 2 rounds of the National Demographic and Health Sur-
vey (NDHS) conducted in 2003 and 2008 obtained from the Ankara 
Hacettepe University Institute of Population Studies and 2 surveys 
conducted in 2007 and 2011 by the Konda Research Company for this 
study (NDHS, 2003-2008; GYDLTA, 2007; BK, 2011).

4.1. NDHS Datasets

The NDHS are conducted by the Hacettepe University’s Insti-
tute of Population Studies every 5 years. It is based on a representa-
tive sample of married women between the ages of 15 and 49. In the 
2003 and 2008 surveys, women were asked whether they wore the 
headscarf or not.11 Those who regularly wear the headscarf when go-
ing out are categorized as headscarved in our study. The 2003 survey 
was conducted among 8,075 women; the 2008 survey was conducted 
among 7,405 women. The women came from all across the country. 
With the sample restrictions (no younger than 17 years old at the 
time of survey, urban), the sample shrinks to 11,363 women (5,962 
and 5,420 in 2003, 2008, respectively). The descriptive statistics are 
shown in Table 1. 70% of the sample reportedly wore headscarves. 

11 The wording of the headscarf question in NDHS-2003 is the as follows: “Do 
you wear a head scarf when you go outside the street?” The answers are 
categorized as; Yes and No in 2003. In 2008, for the same question, the 
answers are categorized as; ‘Yes, regularly’, ‘yes, irregularly’ and ‘No’.
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Women with and without the headscarf differed in significant ways. 
Headscarved women were less likely to be employed, especially in 
the public sector as expected. Only 18% of the headscarved women 
are employed, 8% of those employed are in the public sector and 
92% are in the private sector. However, 34% of women without the 
headscarf are employed. Among the employed women who do not 
wear the headscarf, 34% are employed in the public sector and 66% 
are employed in the private sector. There is also a big education gap 
between women with and without the headscarf. Only 3% of women 
with the headscarf have bachelor degrees, whereas 21% of women 
without the headscarf have a university diploma. Moreover, the par-
ents of headscarved women are more likely to be less educated, speak 
Kurdish as their mother tongue, have reiceved a religious education, 
live in Central or Eastern Anatolia, pray and fast more often. Women 
who do not wear a headscarf are more likely to be wealthier, have 
more educated parents, speak Turkish as their mother tongue, wear 
make-up and live in Western and Southern parts of Turkey.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (NDHS Sample)

Notes: Table shows the mean coefficients and standard deviations in brackets, 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

a: asked only in 2003, b: only in 2008. The other questions are administered in both 
waves.

4.2. Konda Datasets

The study also uses the two surveys conducted by the Konda 
Research Company. The first survey was conducted in 2007 with 
5,291 respondents; the second one was conducted in 2011 with 6,481 
respondents. The Konda Research Company specializes in provid-
ing information on socio-economic issues. These surveys collect a 
wide range of data related to religious practices and social values 
of women. The data was collected through face to face interviews 
across Turkey. Respondents are eighteen and older, and the sample 
is representative of Turkey’s non-institutionalized adult population. 
For the purpose of this study, the two datasets were pooled together. 
Men, female students and rural women were discarded, with the 
remaining 4,642 women the basis of the study. All women who say 
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that they wear headscarves are categorized as headscarved.12 63.62% 
of women said they wore a headscarf in the 2007 survey, whereas the 
percentage was 69.35% in 2011. 

Table 2 provides descriptive information from the Konda sur-
veys on the use of the headscarf.  There are sharp and statistically 
significant differences in all job types and overall employment sta-
tus between women wearing headscarves and those who don’t. Only 
11% of women who wore headscarves are employed while the rate is 
34% among those who didn’t. A look into the categories of employ-
ment shows that women wearing headscarves are less likely to be 
employed in the public sector and the private sector, and are also 
less likely to be self-employed. The gap in the public sector is no sur-
prise. However, the sharp difference in the private sector is in line 
with the arguments of Cindoglu (2010). The data shows that head-
scarved women are more likely to be less educated, live in larger 
households, be older, married, less well to do, born and living in the 
Black Sea region, Northeast, Southeast, or Central Anatolia. Moreo-
ver, headscarved women describe themselves as being more devout 
and follow other religious indicators (daily prayers, fasting, regular 
reading of the Quran, voluntary prayer) more frequently compared 
to women without the headscarves. Women wearing a headscarf are 
less supportive of women contributing to the family budget. A ques-
tion in the Konda survey in 2007 asked the respondents to choose 
the two most important aspects of their lives. Possible answers are 
respect/reputation in social life, being connected to customs and 
traditions, material affluence, having a modern family life, career/
success in work. Based on their answers to this question, the value 
structure of headscarved and non-headscarved are very different. 
Headscarved women are more likely to value being attached to cus-
toms and traditions, whereas women who do not wear a headscarf 
are more likely to value respect and reputation in society, material 
affluence, having a modern family life and career. In the Konda 
2011 survey, respondents are asked about their ideas on whether 

12 The wording of the headscarf question is as follows: “Is there anyone at this 
household who covers her head when she goes out for shopping, city center, 
walking etc. If so, who? The answer categories are the following: Yes, I do; Yes, 
my daughter; Yes, my mother; Yes, my grandmother; Yes, others; Nobody.
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new technologies are beneficial for them. Headscarved women are 
more likely to be skeptical about new technologies. There is a wide 
gap between employment status of women with tertiary education 
depending on their use of the headscarf. According to the Konda 
surveys, among women with a tertiary education, 47.2% of those 
wearing a headscarf are employed, while 69.4% of women without 
the scarf are employed.
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics (Konda Sample)

Notes: mean coefficients; sd in brackets, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, a: only 
in 2007;b: only in 2011

When we compare the NDHS and the Konda datasets, the for-
mer records a higher percentage of women with headscarves, main-
ly because the NDHS was conducted solely among married women 
while the Konda survey was conducted among all.

5. Results

The regression results in Table 3 show the relationship be-
tween the headscarf and labor market outcomes using all 4 datasets. 
In all datasets, the largest possible set of control variables, such as 
the respondent’s level of education, age, place of birth and current 
place of residence, number of children etc, are used. It can be argued 
argued that there might be less demand for employment among reli-
gious women. To control for that, the respondent’s desire for make-up 
when going out and whether she underwent a religious education are 
added to model (1). In model (2), respondents’ frequency of perform-
ing the 5 daily prayers and fasting are added to the control vari-
ables. In model (3), respondent’s own reported degree of devoutness, 
individual frequency of praying, fasting, reading of the Quran and 
the frequency of voluntary prayer are added as additional controls. 
To address the value structure differential, the attitudes towards 
women’s contribution to the family budget, the respondent’s regard 
for a career, material affluence and a modern family life are included 
in model 3. In model 4, the respondent’s own description of her de-
voutness, frequency of prayer, fasting and attitude toward new tech-
nologies are added as extra control variables. Full regression results 
are available in Appendix Table A-1 and A-2.
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Table 3. Probit Estimates of Employment Status (Marginal Effects)

a : the respondent’s age, mother’s and father’s education level, region in which the 
respondent was living (5 categories), mother tongue, wealth index and number of 
children; b: age (3 categories), marital status, household size, household income, 
current region of residence (12 dummy variables), and region of birth (13 dum-
my variables).c: make-up and had religious education; d:frequency of praying and 
fasting; e:self-reported religiosity, praying, fasting, reading the Quran, voluntary 
prayer; f: self-reported religiosity, praying, fasting; g: values material wealth, mod-
ern family life and career; h: attitudes toward new technologies 

From model (1), it was found that women who wore a headscarf 
are 8.5% less likely to be employed. The model (2) and (3) also show 
that women wearing a headscarf are 4.7% and 6.1% less likely to be 
employed, respectively. Model (4) also suggests that women with a 
headscarf are 3.6% less likely to be employed after accounting for an 
extensive set of controls. 

As Dayo lu and Krdar (2010) and lkkaracan (2012) demon-
strated before, a university education is the single most important 
determinant of labor force participation. In Table 4, the sample is 
restricted to university educated women to see the impact on this 
specific group. The result is that the headscarf reduces the prob-
ability of being employed from 28.2% to 17%, which shows a deeper 
problem for highly educated women than those with fewer qualifi-
cations. However, the result makes sense in that occupations that 
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necessitate a bachelor’s degree usually require the employee to be 
more visible, which cannot easily go hand in hand with the head-
scarf ban. The Konda 2007 survey failed to provide a statistically 
significant result, probably due to the small sample size. There 
were only 113 women with bachelor degrees, only 15 of whom were 
headscarved.

Table 4. Probit Estimates of Employment Status (Marginal Effects)

a : the respondent’s age, mother’s and father’s education level, region in which the 
respondent was living (5 categories), mother tongue, wealth index and number of 
children; b: age (3 categories), marital status, household size, household income, 
current region of residence (12 dummy variables), and region of birth (13 dum-
my variables).c: make-up and had religious education; d:frequency of praying and 
fasting; e:self-reported religiosity, praying, fasting, reading the Quran, voluntary 
prayer; f: self-reported religiosity, praying, fasting; g: values material wealth, mod-
ern family life and career; h: attitudes toward new technologies. Full regression 
results are available upon request. 

Having said that, women who wear the headscarf were aware 
that they might be narrowing their employment prospects. There-
fore, we cannot ignore the possibility that women who do not want 
to work were more likely to wear a headscarf. Yet, according to the 
results of this study, women who wear headscarves still have signifi-
cantly lower employment prospects even after controlling for a wide 
range of religious practices and social values. Thus, this study infers 
that due to the ban, the labor market conditions were not favorable 
to the employment of women wearing headscarves.
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6. Discussion

The descriptive statistics in Table 2 shows that only 2% of 
women with headscarves were unemployed whereas 7% of the non-
headscarved women were unemployed. It can be argued that the 
ban disenfranchised the women with headscarves and consequently 
made it harder for them to find jobs, making us expect a higher 
percentage of unemployed. However, the data can also indicate that 
most of these women were not seeking work in the first place. In 
economics literature, there are many studies (See Kottis (1990); 
Tansel (2001)) showing the importance of so-called “discouraged 
worker effect,” especially among women. According to the discour-
aged worker effect, the status unemployed may hide the real portion 
of unemployed women, as many women refrain from entering the 
job search process under the expectation that the time and energy 
spent in searching for a job will not be compensated by the salary 
earned, which is in anyway unequal. Most of those who are not look-
ing for work, and consequently are not included among the unem-
ployed, would join the labor force if the labor market conditions are 
favorable. Karaoglan and Okten (2012) finds a substantial discour-
aged worker effect among women between 2000-2010. Therefore, the 
lower proportion of the unemployed among headscarved women can 
be explained through this effect.

Secondly, it is worth clarifying that this study does not claim 
that conservative attitudes did not play any role in lowering women’s 
labor market outcomes. However, it argues that when the headscarf 
was banned, it did not leave any room for women coming from con-
servative families to pursue avenues of self-development. Their ac-
cess to higher education institutions were cut off. Nor could they find 
well-paying jobs. One argument for the enforcement of the headscarf 
ban was that the ban could emancipate these women from the op-
pression of their male family member. But, that supposition is far 
too simplistic. When the women wearing a headscarf is faced with 
a choice of ‘working at a job without a headscarf’ or ‘staying home’, 
most just could not work because this was no choice at all. Indeed, for 
women who wear the headscarf willingly, the choice of removing the 
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headscarf could be out of question as that would produce cognitive 
dissonance. For those who wear the headscarf as per their family’s 
request may found it hard to remove it even if they wanted to do so, 
as Ugur (2017, p. 21) demonstrates that men with headscarved wives 
are the most likely to disapprove its removal for the sake of continu-
ing of the woman’s education. Indeed, even legally, married women 
needed to get their husbands’ approval, as until 2003 the Turkish le-
gal code made it mandatory for married women to get their husbands’ 
permission to join the labor market. However, if there were a third 
option of working with the headscarf, it could give women a lot more 
bargaining power over participating in the labor market in a socially 
accepted way. Actually, Mahmud (2005; p.6) explains that upholding 
social norms, such as modesty, humility, are necessary conditions for 
women’s enhanced public role in socially conservative societies. As 
wearing a headscarf is mostly associated with modesty (Ugur, 2017, 
p. 22), naturally wearing it can bring autonomy to women in a socially 
accepted way, in line with suggestions of Mule & Barthel (1992).

7. Conclusion 

The interplay between secularism and the use of headscarves 
was a very controversial issue for Turkey at the end of 1997. Even 
today, many European countries are struggling to find the right ap-
proach to integrate headscarves in a secular setting, without restrict-
ing women’s religious freedom. 

In Turkey, the majority of the public was against the headscarf 
ban. However, the ban was implemented very strictly between 1998 
and 2008. As many studies show, more than 60% of women in Tur-
key wear headscarves and it is expected that ban led to lower labor 
market prospects for women wearing them. Therefore, in this study, 
the repercussions of the ban on women’s labor market outcomes was 
examined using two rounds of NDHS conducted in 2003 and 2008, 
and another two surveys conducted by the Konda Research Company 
in 2007 and 2011.   

Descriptive statistics from both datasets show that wom-
en wearing headscarves generally come from disadvantaged 
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backgrounds (have parents with less education, more likely to speak 
Kurdish as their mother tongue, being born and living in Black Sea 
region, Central and South-East parts of Turkey). Moreover, there is 
a wide gap in their social values, as women without the headscarf 
are more likely to value material affluence and be more career-ori-
ented. Even after accounting for the effect of religiosity, other reli-
gious behaviors, such as praying 5 times a day, reading the Quran 
etc, and social values, urban women wearing the headscarf are 3.6% 
to 8.5% less likely to be employed. In conclusion, the headscarf ban, 
which was in effect when our surveys were conducted (between 2003 
to 2011), was not conducive to the employment of women who wore 
a headscarf. 
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Appendix

Figure A-1. Labor Force Participation Rate by Gender 

Source: OECD, Labor Statistics
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Table A-1. Probit Estimates of Emploment Status (Marginal Effects) 
-NDHS 

Notes: standard errors are in ( ), *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10
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Table A-2. Probit Estimates of Employment Status (Marginal 
Effects)– Konda
St. errors are in ( ), *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10,
Notes: Regression results include 12 region of residence dummy variables and 13 

region of birth dummy variables.


