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Bessma Momani1
One of the major drivers of the popular uprisings
that swept through the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region in 2011 was widespread
economic stagnation and frustration. Five years
later, economies throughout the region continue
to struggle, even in relatively peaceful states.
Governments are under pressure and are resorting
in some cases to unprecedented measures in
hopes of spurring growth and development.
To this point, however, most MENA countries
continue to underutilize a potentially extremely
valuable resource: women.
Since 2000, MENA has made some impressive
progress in the areas of female literacy, infant
mortality, and life expectancy by vastly
increasing the number of women completing
post-secondary education.2 These gains were
realized under the United Nations’ Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) framework,
which laid out eight objectives centered around
ending poverty. The third goal was to “promote
gender equality and empower women.” This
goal, rephrased as “achieve gender equality

and empower all women and girls,” became
the fifth of 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), established in 2015 with the mission
of building on the expiring MDGs. SDGs
on education, full employment, equitable
sanitation, and safe cities speak to an increased
focus on improving the lives of women.
In the Arab world, the broad gains in female
education are dampened by a mixed record on
female employment. In some Gulf states, such
as Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United
Arab Emirates, many women work, often
being absorbed by expansive public sectors.
In Saudi Arabia, 21 percent of women had
joined the labor force as of 2016, doubling
their rate of participation in a few years. Still,
particularly when compared to other high
income countries, the Gulf states have dismally
low rates of female labor force participation
(see figure 1).3 This is disappointing given that,
globally, higher per capita incomes have been
accompanied by progress in achieving human
development goals such as gender parity.4
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Figure 1: Female Labor Force Participation in MENA
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This policy briefing argues that introducing
diversity through gender parity will benefit
economic growth and can help Arab countries
generate prosperity—as well as the normative
and social imperative of change. It begins with
a discussion of Arab women’s participation and
representation in the region, with a particular
focus on female education and labor force
participation rates. It then proceeds to examine
how gender advancement will enhance
economic prosperity for Arab countries,
before concluding with a number of key
recommendations for policymakers.
These recommendations include policy
proposals that will advance educational
opportunities for women, providing the
foundation for increased female participation
in the labor force. First, to raise awareness
of gender parity and education gaps,
policymakers should conduct gender impact
studies that examine gendered processes within
the formulation of government policies. These
studies will facilitate the reform of primary
and secondary education curriculums to shape
normative views of gender parity. Following
this with greater investment in primary and
secondary education will offer alternative post-

secondary streams for areas still struggling with
low female educational attainment.
Additionally, incentives can cultivate greater
female participation in the labor force.
Increasing salaries, raising retirement ages across
the Arab world, enhancing maternity benefits,
and providing women with safe and affordable
public transportation can make employment
more attractive to young women. Quotas and
affirmative action programs in the public and
private sector, aimed at securing positions for
women in traditionally male-dominated fields
can help women access all positions in the job
market. Government and private support for
female entrepreneurship initiatives can not
only create jobs in the community, but also
foster economic growth.
Arab Women’s Participation
and Representation
Under the MDGs, the Arab world made great
strides in increasing female literacy to levels on
par with the 2015 global average of 80 percent.5
Similarly, female enrollment in post-secondary
education soared in the region, surpassing gains
made in other developing regions. One indicator
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of this success was the observation that female
enrollment across campuses in the Arab world
has generally surpassed that of male students.
However, Arab women are still more likely to
study arts and humanities and less likely to study
science and engineering than Arab men.6
This gap is often explained by gendered cultural
practices of encouraging women to focus on arts
and humanities and discouraging them from
entering the disciplines of science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM), which
are associated with difficult and competitive
career paths in the so-called hard sciences.7
The underrepresentation of women in STEM
disciplines represents a global problem, which
tends to worsen in graduate programs and
professional STEM schools.
Gendering education in this way systematically
results in women earning less than men because
jobs in the arts and humanities typically pay less
than jobs in STEM fields. Additionally, in most
parts of the Arab world, arts and humanities
programs tend to train women for the public
sector, where, except for in Gulf countries,
salaries and opportunities for advancement are

more limited than in the private sector. Increasing
female enrollment in STEM disciplines remains
a challenge throughout the region, but it provides
one way of increasing female incomes, professional
opportunities, and career advancement.
Despite the overall steep increase of Arab female
education rates, commensurate increases in Arab
female employment have yet to materialize (see
figure 2). The Arab world is an aberration to
economic theories that assume that increased
education of women leads to significant change
in their employment levels. In fact, Arab women
with post-secondary educations are more likely
to be unemployed than women who do not have
a post-secondary education. For example, 30
percent of those with post-secondary educations
were unemployed in Jordan and Egypt in 2011
and 2012, while unemployment rates for the
most educated women in these two countries
exceeded 60 percent and 40 percent, respectively.8
Nevertheless, over the 1991–2011 period,
Arab women made modest gains of increasing
employment by 18 percent across the region,
with the exception of the Levant sub-region—
comprised of Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and
Syria—which showed no substantive changes.
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Throughout most of the Arab world,
women continue to lag behind in achieving
formal employment and decision-making
opportunities.10 In the MENA region, studies
suggest that women’s full employment would
increase household incomes significantly—by
as much as 25 percent.11 Moreover, if Arab
women worked in the same numbers as Arab
men, data suggests that the GDP of many
countries in the region would rise significantly.
For example, having an equal number of
working men and women in the UAE would
raise its GDP by 12 percent, while the same
achievement in Egypt would raise its GDP by
34 percent.12
Yet, female labor force participation in the
MENA region has only grown by 0.17 percent
annually over the past 30 years.13 According to
the World Bank, only 25.2 percent of MENA
women are employed or actively looking
for work, compared to all other developing
countries where over 50 percent of women
are doing the same.14 Furthermore, there are
socio-cultural impediments that depress the
rate at which Arab women participate in the
workforce. For an array of cultural and familial
reasons, many Arab women choose not to
work. In some cases, reservation wages—the
lowest wage one is willing to accept—remain
high, such that wealthier Arab women,
particularly in the Gulf countries, choose
voluntary unemployment.

Young Arab women are also more likely to be
unemployed when compared to young Arab
men.15 According to one study, young women
actively seeking work faced nearly twice the
unemployment rate in the region as young men,
at 43.9 percent and 22.9 percent respectively.16
These results are supported by the World Bank,
which finds that in many Arab countries—
including Syria, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and
Egypt—female unemployment rates hover
around 50 percent (see figure 2).17 Moreover,
a considerable gender wage gap also persists
throughout the region, even in the formal
sector, as women are still paid less than men for
equal work. In Egypt, for example, the wage
gap between men and women is 22 percent.18
According to the World Economic Forum’s
“economic participation and opportunity”
metric, which combines participation rates,
compensation, and advancement, the MENA
region had by far the largest gender gap in the
world in 2012.19
Arab women’s employment is highly gendered,
as women are more likely to work for the public
sector, as well as in traditional roles of teaching,
administrative and clerical services, and social
and welfare services like nursing. In a study on
the UAE, researchers found that career choices
were more likely based on societal pressures
of what were deemed to be respectable
occupations for Emirati women. Here, the
public sector was viewed as a respectable work
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environment with short hours that end early
in the day, substantial time off, and oversight
by and of fellow nationals. There was greater
skepticism and uncertainty about private sector
environments with more diverse workforces,
longer hours, more work-related travel, and
fewer adherences to conservative customs. As a
result of this gendered sorting, the UAE public
sector is overwhelmingly female—65 percent
of civil servants are women.20
The situation of female employment in the
Arab world is worse in both the private
and formal sectors of the economy. Akin to
global trends, women across North Africa are
overrepresented in the unregulated informal
sector, primarily in gendered services such
as street vendors, agricultural workers, and
domestic housekeepers. The informal sector
evades taxation, uses cash-based transactions,
and does not get counted in GDP statistics.
In contrast, more women are absorbed in
the public sector than in the informal sector
throughout the Levant or Gulf countries.21
In the region’s private sectors, men surpass women
in starting their own businesses: 19 percent of
Arab men have started their own businesses,
while only 9 percent of Arab women have done
so.22 This follows findings in a survey of 2300
young Arabs entering the job market, where only
9 percent of women wanted to start their own
businesses.23 Yet, entrepreneurship can stimulate
future economic development throughout the
MENA region. The World Bank remains one

of the strongest proponents of the economic
benefits of entrepreneurship that come from
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Best
practices in development hold that that SMEs
tend to exhibit higher rates of productivity than
larger firms and tend to be more labor intensive
than larger firms, and yet governments tend
to favor larger enterprises, making the market
environment less competitive.24
Regardless, Arab entrepreneurs typically face
challenges in raising capital from banks that
are overly risk averse. Here also, Arab women
find accessing funds more challenging than
men, as women typically do not have equal
access to collateral, such as land and real estate,
to back financial loans.25 In fact, according
to the World Bank’s global comparisons of
legal restrictions placed on women, Arab
women face far more obstacles in terms of
mobility, legal rights, and other forms of
discrimination that can keep them not only
from starting their own businesses, but also
from affirming legal rights to ownership,
opening bank accounts, and conducting
business transactions.26
Another barrier to increased female labor
participation is the MENA region’s retirement
ages, which are typically around 50 or 55 years,
can be lower for women than for men, and
are often mandatory. This effectively limits
women’s career expectations and reduces the
pensions they receive, discouraging them from
entering the workforce, especially after raising
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children.27 Finally, labor laws in the Arab world
do not provide generous maternity benefits,
with a number of countries falling short of
meeting the International Labor Organization’s
recommendation of 14 weeks of fully paid
leave. Jordan, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia
exemplify this trend.28
Increasing female representation in decisionmaking positions has been a long-standing goal
of development experts and a repeated goal at
global conventions, including the 1995 U.N.
Conference on Women in Beijing. The global
norm continues to aim for 30 percent female
representation in all decision-making bodies.
Despite significant gains made in enhancing
female education and modest gains in attaining
employment, Arab women remain highly
underrepresented in economic and political
decision-making bodies. In Arab businesses,
20 percent of shares are owned by women,
compared to 32 percent female ownership in
OECD businesses.29
How Gender Advancement Enhances
Economic Prosperity
This briefing makes the broader business
and economic case for increasing women’s
participation in the workforce and decisionmaking structures. Numerous academic
researchers and development organizations

have already shown that at the microeconomic
level, increasing female incomes and welfare
yields a positive development effect on reducing
poverty, leading to declining birth rates and
improvements in child welfare rates.30 Most
Arab countries, although to a lesser extent in
the Gulf, have encouraged lower birth rates by
promoting family planning and increasing the
minimum legal age for marriage.31
Women with higher levels of education and
increased market access through employment
are more likely to have fewer and healthier
children, as well as higher earnings, increasing
their ability to contribute to household incomes
and savings. Furthermore, one study shows that
women-led households tend to save more money
than men-led ones, and have more productive
and long-term effective use of savings.32 On a
national scale, data suggests that gender parity in
the socio-economic realm can lower dependency
ratios in households, increase national output,
cumulatively increase national savings, and allow
for increased investment and productivity, thus
leading to national economic prosperity.33
Moreover, increased household earnings can
have a positive effect on the broader market
economy, as national consumption of goods
and services also increase, making markets
stronger and more effective. Increased female
participation in the workforce is also believed
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32
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33
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to boost creativity and innovation as new ideas,
preferences, and experiences go into creating
products and providing services at local and
national firms.34 Thus, from both the microand macroeconomic perspective, the academic
literature often supports the relationship
between gender parity and economic prosperity.
Various organizations have offered estimates
of the positive economic benefits that
could potentially accrue in the Arab world
from increased female employment. The
IMF estimated that had the MENA region
narrowed the gender gap between 2000 and
2011, it could have gained an estimated $1
trillion in additional output—an annual gain
of approximately 6 percent of GDP. The
IMF observed that female participation rates
in the labor force throughout MENA were
three times lower than the average in other
developing countries. It modeled a scenario
that found that had the region’s rate only
been twice as low, MENA economies could
have realized significant gains.35 The World
Bank has estimated that existing gaps in
women’s labor force participation results in a
27 percent loss of income across the region.36
The broad mechanism here is that increasing
female employment creates a more productive
economy in which the full potential of all
available human resources are utilized.
The McKinsey Global Institute modeled
an economic scenario in which women
participated in the workforce to the same level
as men, in similar sectors, and at the same
productivity rates. Based on these assumptions,
global female participation rates would increase

from 64 percent to 95 percent. On a global
scale, McKinsey estimated that the effect of
this full-potential scenario of increased female
employment would add $28 trillion to annual
GDP by 2025. In the MENA region, McKinsey
found that this same scenario of full and real
gender parity would contribute $2.7 trillion
to regional GDP by 2025 or $600 billion per
annum; this would translate into an increase
of regional GDP by 47 percent in a decade.37
Therefore, increasing the employment of
women, especially by giving them access to the
same opportunities as their male counterparts,
would be a boon to the global economy.
In another study, Booz & Company assessed
the potential economic impact of increased
female employment on national prosperity. This
study reflected on the practical realities that
overall labor productivity and work hours might
decrease with women making up half of the
workforce. Using these cautious assumptions,
Booz & Company forecasted that the economic
contribution of women at gender parity would
increase Egypt’s GDP by 34 percent and the
UAE’s by 12 percent.38
Finally, in a groundbreaking study, researchers
at the Peterson Institute looked at nearly 22,000
companies across 91 countries and found that
“the presence of female executives is associated
with unusually strong firm performance.”
Specifically, firms with more women in upper
management had their profits increase by 6
percent in 2014. Yet, female representation
in corporate leadership is still low across the
globe—just over half of the 22,000 companies
studied had no women in upper management

Kasia Staszewska, “Close the Gap! The Cost of Inequality in Women’s Work,” ActionAid, January 2015, 10, https://www.actionaid.org.
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35
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or on corporate boards. Interestingly, having
a female CEO had no discernible effect on
company performance, and it appeared that
companies that were closer to achieving full
gender balance were the most likely to see
bottom-line success.39
This global study found that no variable
other than the presence of women in upper
management could explain firms’ increased
earnings. A similar study found a strong
correlation between gender diversity in
corporate boards and financial performance,
with companies with women on their boards
experiencing a 42 percent higher return on
sales and a 66 percent higher return on invested
capital than those with less gender diversity.40
Equality of gender opportunity renders success
for firms, and one can extrapolate that at a
cumulative level, this may also lead to economic
growth for national economies.41
Policies and Strategies for Economic
Prosperity
Enhanced employment and empowerment
of women in Arab economies and societies
can be achieved through political, legal, and
regulatory reforms.42 However, without larger
changes in societal and cultural attitudes, topdown reforms will have a limited impact. The
socio-cultural impediments to gender equity
are beyond the scope of this briefing.
Despite this, the following policy
recommendations can therefore serve as an
important mechanism to shape socio-cultural
change on gender equity issues. Moreover,

wealthier Arab countries may have greater
policy space and financial capacity to implement
certain reforms, while poorer countries will
have a more difficult time introducing these
reform measures. Nevertheless, even poorer
countries with high unemployment, like
Egypt, could benefit from all of these reform
measures, because as noted in the previous
section, there are proven economic gains from
including women in the economy.
Education-based reforms
Require gender impact studies: A thorough
examination of gendered processes in
formulating government policies would be
a revolutionary means of helping to shift
cultural attitudes.43 For example, in some
European countries, all government policies,
from urban planning to budgeting, undergo
a gender impact study. Akin to the more
familiar process of an environmental impact
study, a gender impact study requires all
government entities to consider how their
policies impact the gender situation in their
country. While many Arab countries report
that they consider gender when crafting
policies, the process is far from uniform across
government initiatives and laws.44 Morocco
remains among one of the few Arab countries
that have used a uniform, gender-responsive
budgeting process. Therefore, building the
capacity of civil servants to properly assess
gender impact is integral to reforming policymaking procedures. International aid agencies
and philanthropic organizations can assist
Arab civil services in building the capacity to
conduct gender impact assessments.
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40
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41
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Policies and gendered processes can create
and reinforce negative socio-cultural attitudes
about women and work. For example, primary
and secondary education is an important
policy space managed by governments
throughout the Arab world that significantly
influences views about women and work in
Arab societies. Indeed, a 2014 study examined
why Jordan displayed some of the lowest rates
of female employment, 15 percent, in the Arab
world, despite reported successes in achieving
high female post-secondary education rates
and other socio-economic development goals
(see figures 1 and 2). The study found direct
and indirect gender biases in the national
educational curriculum, including that
textbooks devalued women in the workplace
and used gendered language and symbols that
are part of the socio-cultural building blocks of
a male-dominated workforce.45
Reform curriculums and introduce internship
programs: Stereotyping of gender roles starts
early in the formulation of cultural norms and
values. Consequently, significant reform of
primary and secondary education curriculums
can help shape normative views of gender parity.
Introducing internship programs for women has
also proven useful in breaking down stereotypes,
particularly in positions that have been gendered
as masculine. For example, Emirati programs
embedding internships in university programs
have helped gradually change perceptions of
women and work.46
Increase investment in primary and
secondary education: As this briefing has
noted, female rates of educational attainment

are generally impressive throughout the Arab
world. However, countries including Egypt
and Yemen continue to lag in this regard.
Unfortunately many families cannot afford to
send both sons and daughters to school, and
many perceive girls’ education as not worth the
investment given that women are less likely to
use their educations to earn viable incomes.47
In these countries, there is still a great need to
invest in primary and secondary education,
as well as vocational training, which acts as
an alternative to post-secondary education
streams. Increased state investment in rural
areas and urban slums is also needed.
More incentives, fewer hurdles
Boost salaries for young women: Reservation
wages are often higher for young women than
for young men. Therefore, increased salaries
that make employment more attractive in
general can also provide positive inducements
to encourage women to enter the workforce.
That Arab women without a university
education are more likely to work than women
with one also suggests that reservation wages
are higher for middle class women throughout
the Arab world than for poor, rural women.48
Moreover, married Arab women are less
likely to participate in the workforce than
unmarried women, a pattern that remains
consistent throughout the MENA region. This
can be partially explained by the reality that
some women opt to stay home while rearing
children. However, it is also likely that the
patriarchal nature of Arab societies—in which
women’s primary influence remains in the
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home and men remain the primary decisionmakers and breadwinners—make it more
difficult for married Arab women to negotiate
their participation in the workforce. That said,
many Arab women face more difficulty finding
work than men because of non-socio-cultural
structural barriers currently in place.49
Raise retirement ages: In addition to high
reservation wages for women, a key segment of
the female demographic in the MENA region
(35–65 years of age) may be an untapped labor
pool that is disadvantaged by current early
retirement expectations in the public sector.
Raising retirement ages across the region is
recommended not only because of potential
savings to the public purse, but also because
with increased life expectancies, current early
retirement ages are impractical and premature.
Enhance benefits and flexibility for mothers:
Existing labor laws across the Arab world offer
little in terms of maternity benefits, falling short
of international recommendations, particularly
for time off and wages paid. Investing in a social
insurance fund to pay for maternity benefits
would avoid creating disincentives or penalties
for employers that hire women. Governments
and other employers should also note that in a
survey of young Arab women, many believed
the policies that would most motivate them
to enter and stay in the workforce included
flexible working hours (part-time and homebased work), nursery and daycare facilities, and
on-the-job training.50
Reduce harassment on public transportation:
In the same survey, many young Arab women
also noted that they struggle to find safe and
affordable transportation to work, thus further
inhibiting their entrance into the workforce. Arab

governments should therefore invest in providing
safer and less gendered public transportation.
Some women view mixed public transportation
as uncomfortable and unsafe, as many fear
being harassed on trains or buses and report
incidents to authorities. Possible reform options
may include assigning security personnel who
are trained to spot and stop sexual harassment
to public transport systems, increasing the
prosecution of and penalties for offenders,
broadcasting public service announcements on
the illegality of harassment, having female drivers
and operators, and providing segregated options
such as all women train carriages or women-only
taxis, measures which have succeeded in reducing
harassment levels.51
Reward the pioneers
Implement quotas and affirmative action
programs: Quotas or affirmative action
programs can contribute to getting more women
into male-dominated government agencies
such as those related to finance, security, and
science. Training programs aimed at helping
women in the civil service upgrade their skills
can also be effective. Many Gulf countries have
also implemented nationalization programs
requiring private sector entities to hire more
nationals. This has often helped women gain
a competitive edge in entering the labor
market.52 Also in the private sector, temporary
quotas requiring companies to increase female
representation in their boardrooms and upper
level management can help achieve gender
parity. Moreover, mandating disclosures of
gender diversity policies, providing statistics
on gender composition in the labor market,
and providing leadership programs for women
in middle management can help encourage
gender equality in the private sector.
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Support female entrepreneurship initiatives:
Financial access remains a significant challenge
for women across the Arab world, which
directly impacts women who want to start a
business, enter the labor force, and secure their
financial independence. Some of this challenge
is a result of inheritances, ownership of
property, and financial outcomes, particularly
in cases of divorce, often favoring men over
women.53 Therefore, enhancing female rates
of entrepreneurship in the Arab world requires
a multifaceted approach. Governments must
work to enhance business literacy among
women, provide mentorship programs for
aspiring entrepreneurs, encourage incubatorlike programs in the public and private
sectors, incentivize mainstream banks to offer
microcredit loans, and work with international
donors, civil society groups, and the financial
sector to study, assess, and strengthen female
entrepreneurship in the Arab world.54

emanating from the conflicts in Syria, Yemen,
Iraq, and Libya will remain. War and conflict
have an increasing burden on women and
tend to lead to regressive socio-economic and
socio-political environments. Without stability
and security for all Arab citizens, it will prove
difficult for Arab governments to enact the
types of policy reforms needed to achieve
gender equity. That said, the Arab world is on
the cusp of change and Arab youth and women
are hungry for more equity and rights. This may
in fact be an opportune time for governments
to enact the difficult policy decisions, especially
legal reforms, that can lay the groundwork for
gender parity—and the economic gains that
will come with it.

Conclusion
Arab countries face major challenges in achieving
gender equality and female empowerment.
Despite impressive gains in post-secondary
education, there remain political, legal, and
structural economic impediments that will hold
Arab countries back as they seek to meet the
sustainable development goals in the allotted
15-year time frame. Yet, as outlined above, there
are concrete steps that governments can take
to make progress in these areas. Furthermore,
potential synergies with partners within the Arab
world, such as the budding philanthropic sector
and growing official Gulf donors, can help Arab
countries achieve the SDGs.
Undoubtedly, one of the largest impediments
to achieving national economic growth and
gender parity in the Arab world is the instability
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