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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The issue of women’s empowerment in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has gained
much momentum over the past few decades. The World Bank selected the topic of gender
equality and development as the main theme for its annual flagship publication in 2012,
followed by a special report focusing on the MENA region, reflecting the growing importance
and the exigency of the topic—especially amid rising political and social uncertainties in
the region. These reports, as well as many other studies, concluded that despite mounting
efforts toward achieving gender equality, the MENA region continues to rank the lowest
worldwide in women’s economic participation and opportunity.1 It is increasingly clear
that focusing solely on educational attainment may not be the most effective strategy
for achieving women’s economic empowerment in the region. Several obstacles on the
sociocultural, structural, institutional and legal levels must be concurrently resolved to
realize full gender parity in MENA.

INTRODUCTION
In recent decades, the field of gender and
development has witnessed a surge of
literature—both on the policy and academic
levels—emphasizing educational attainment
as one of the most effective tools for
empowering women and promoting human
capital worldwide. These claims were also
supported in many studies promoting a
bottom-up approach (i.e., change should
originate from the grassroots level)
for human development, especially for
women’s inclusion in the public sphere.
Many NGOs and development programs—
such as the Millennium Development
Goals and the World Bank’s Gender Action
Plan—have devoted much attention to
health and education as “intrinsic human
rights” that were expected to form the

first steps toward the increased economic
empowerment of women.
As a result, the MENA region witnessed
remarkable achievements in female health
care, life expectancy, and education, which
led to a substantial reduction in the gender
gap in education and literacy rates between
1985 and 2010.2 However, most recent
studies show that rising levels of education
in the region have not increased women’s
opportunities in the economic sphere (Figure
1). Women’s economic participation in MENA
continues to be the lowest in the world,
with merely 25.2 percent of women aged 15
and above actively participating in the labor
market, compared to more than 50 percent
in sub-Saharan Africa, Europe, central Asia,
eastern Asia, and the Pacific.3 In addition,

Rising levels of
education in the
region have not
increased women’s
opportunities in the
economic sphere.
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FIGURE 1 — FEMALE UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY EDUCATION LEVEL

the “gender wage gap” is also evident, with
men making at least four times more than
women in countries across the region.

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM
REVISITED

SOURCE World Bank, 2013

FIGURE 2 — PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO BELIEVE MEN
MAKE BETTER BUSINESS EXECUTIVES THAN WOMEN

SOURCE World Values Survey 2008-2010
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The World Development Report defines
gender equality as “the accumulation of
endowments (education, health, physical
assets); the use of those endowments to
take up economic opportunities and generate
incomes; and the application of those
endowments to take actions, or agency,
affecting individual and household wellbeing.”4 Women across MENA have been
provided with the necessary “endowments”
(i.e., basic educational opportunities, better
health, higher life expectancy) to achieve
considerable success in the realm of
education. However, they are still unable to
fully exercise agency in the public sphere.
There are several explanations why women
in MENA lag behind in this area, and the
main factors are sociocultural, structural,
institutional, and legal.
On the sociocultural level, women in
the region still face many barriers due to
the widespread belief that women are the
upholders of tradition, and their duties
should be confined to childbearing and
taking care of their families. This has led to
vertical (i.e., women having limited access to
leadership positions in institutions) as well as
horizontal (i.e., women being concentrated
in specific professions in the labor market)
gender occupational segregation.5 It is worth
mentioning that most of these perceptions
have very little to do with Islam or religious
beliefs. The data in Figure 2 indicates the
prevalence of negative perceptions about
women in the labor force in Arab countries
compared to other non-Arab Muslim and
Western countries.6 Meanwhile, women who
do enter the workforce are largely confined
to socially acceptable professions, such as
education, health care, agriculture, welfare, or
volunteer work.7 This has led to a substantial
gender gap in the fields of technology,
engineering, and business administration.
On the structural level, many non-oilproducing Arab countries adopted a number
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of rigid economic policies that aggravated
the distribution of resources and income with
a direct impact on women’s employment.8
This impact was exacerbated by sluggish
economic performance, soaring levels of
inflation, and deteriorating trade levels and
foreign direct investments.9
Female participation in the workforce
is even lower in oil-producing Arab states,
with female unemployment rates almost
four times the male unemployment rates.10
This is mainly due to the effect of oil on the
economies of these countries,11 as well as low
incentives for women to be employed due
to generous subsidies and family benefits. In
addition to this economic participation gap,
the gender wage gap in MENA is three times
larger than in any of the emerging markets,
estimated between 20 and 40 percent.12
On the institutional and legal levels,
many countries in the region still lag behind
in enforcing the necessary institutional and
legal mechanisms to facilitate and promote
women’s presence in the economic sphere.
Several states in MENA lack adequate
benefits for working parents, as well as
strict labor laws against discrimination and
violence against women in the workplace.
In addition, rigid lending regulations and
discriminatory treatment make it extremely
difficult for women entrepreneurs in MENA
to obtain credit.13

LOOKING AHEAD
Increased access to economic opportunity
is not only essential for improving women’s
social status,14 but also for promoting a
stronger presence in the decision-making
process, especially on the political arena.15
To achieve this goal, all stakeholders should
acknowledge that women’s economic
empowerment in the region is a multifaceted
and challenging issue that requires
comprehensive and coordinated efforts on
both local and international levels.
In order to create an equitable workplace
for women across MENA, change has to be
initiated from within. Governments should
make concerted efforts to close the widening
gender gap in economic opportunities and
wage distribution. Institutional mechanisms

and strict enforcement of policies are needed
to eliminate all forms of gender-based
discrimination and provide women with
more flexible work schedules, protection
from harassment in the workplace, and
equitable wages and benefits—in both the
public and private sectors. Special training
programs can better equip women with the
necessary skills and tools for an increasingly
competitive labor market. Furthermore,
parallel efforts should focus on reshaping the
prevailing cultural stereotypes and restrictive
gender norms across MENA, with a focus on
a more progressive, moderate form of female
empowerment based on the values of Islam
and tradition. Traditional and social media
tools should play an active role in reinforcing
and promoting these positive images.
International actors should also focus on
developing and facilitating programs geared
toward women’s economic empowerment
in the region, especially in places where
women’s empowerment is politically
motivated and enacted by the states. There
are numerous initiatives led by international
donors (such as Rouwwad, Women in
Technology, Wamda for Women, etc.) that
provide basic financial support and guidance
to help women start their own businesses
and become active in the workforce.
Finally, international and domestic
efforts should not solely focus on designing
programs and promoting initiatives for
women in poverty, but should also develop
parallel efforts aimed at middle-class
women—who have actually proved to
outperform men in several educational
specializations.16 Empowering this middle
class would have a tremendous spillover
effect, encouraging women to play more
active roles in the political and social arenas.
Over the course of the past few years, many
of these middle-class women were at the
forefront of the uprisings sweeping the
region. Their demands were similar to their
male counterparts: “Bread, Social Equality,
and Dignity.” Equality of opportunity is at the
heart of these demands—it is increasingly
difficult to envision a prosperous, stable
Middle East without these demands being
met. Unconditional inclusion of women in the
decision-making process is an urgent need
that can’t be delayed any longer.

The gender wage gap
in MENA is three times
larger than in any of
the emerging markets,
estimated between 20
and 40 percent.

Increased access to
economic opportunity
is not only essential for
improving women’s
social status, but
also for promoting
a stronger presence in
the decision-making
process.
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