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The Arab States region has been slowly pro-
gressing toward higher levels of gender equal-
ity. However, on top of global crises and un-
certainties that have engulfed economies and 
societies around the world, protracted and es-
calating conflicts and their repercussions across 
the region, further stifle sustainable develop-
ment and gender equality.

In this context, the Regional Bureau for Arab 
States in the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), developed this Regional 
Gender Equality Strategy 2024-2026, which is 
guided by the UNDP Global Strategic Plan 2022-
2025 and the Global Gender Equality Strategy 
2022-2025.

Grounded in the UNDP Arab States regional pro-
gramming vision, this Regional Gender Equali-
ty Strategy defines the focus areas for UNDP’s 
gender equality programming in the Arab Region 
that are considered critical to push forward pos-
itive systemic change.

The Strategy posits that supporting gender 
equality policies and institutional environments; 
increasing equal access to and control over re-
sources; and addressing harmful, discriminatory 
and violent norms and behaviors within UNDP 
programming areas will advance equal opportu-
nities in the green economic transition, enhance 
community resilience in contexts of crisis and 
vulnerability, while strengthening women’s indi-
vidual and collective agency.

The strategy also guides institutional change within 
UNDP across the region, as it strives to equip us 
with the skills, tools and resources to lead gender 
equality programmes and policies effectively. It fur-
ther institutionalizes gender equality work in our 

Foreword
processes and helps us meet our commitments 
toward our organizational policies and towards 
men and women in the region.

The strategy was developed in a consultative 
process with input from our country offices and 
regional teams, as well as our partners and 
stakeholders across the region. We are grateful 
for their contributions and insights. The strate-
gy will also be implemented in a collaborative 
manner across our thematic teams at regional 
and country level and with our partners from 
government, private sector, civil society orga-
nizations, international financial institutions, re-
gional and international organizations and UN 
agencies and others.

This strategy is an invitation to all interested 
stakeholders to learn about UNDP’s priorities in 
the coming period so that we can work togeth-
er through joint platforms to advance gender 
equality in the region.

The time was never as critical as it is now to 
put all efforts together not only to safeguard the 
gains that we have achieved thus far, but to ad-
vance gender equality with the recognition that 
the development agenda in the region will never 
be achieved without it.

Abdallah Al Dardari, 
Regional Director of the 
Regional Bureau for Arab 
States
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Conceptually, gender is a culturally deter-
mined set of social relations that differentiate 
the roles of men and women in society and 
their access to, and control over, resources. 
These relations are often determined by un- 
equal power relations that lead to inequali-
ties. Gender roles and differentiations are not  
immutable, but vary, evolve, change, and can 
be changed.  Gender roles stifle the fulfil- 
ment of human potential and the indivisibility 
of human rights. If the goal of human devel-
opment and achievement of Agenda 2030, 
which is UNDP’s overarching development pri-
ority, is to be achieved and sustained, these 
roles must be changed. 

UNDP developed its global Gender Equality 
Strategy (GES) 2022–2025, as the key frame-
work guiding its work on gender equality. The 
GES 2022–2025 defines gender equality 
priorities across the five signature solutions 
of UNDP’s Strategic Plan 2022–2025, and 
further articulates the sixth signature solution 
dedicated to gender equality. The GES 2022– 
2025 emphasizes the necessity of transform-
ing power relations and dedicating human 

and financial resources to achieving gender 
equality. It also calls for diversification of part-
ners, working in addition to governments with 
civil society organizations (CSOs), feminist orga-
nizations, the private sector and unconventional 
partners. GES 2022–2025 also calls for the de-
velopment of regional strategies or action plans. 

Aligned with the GES 2022–2025 and based on 
its overall vision, the Regional Bureau for Arab 
States (RBAS) developed the RBAS Regional Gen-
der Equality Strategy (RBAS GES) for 2024-2026. 
The RBAS GES 2024–2026 identifies priorities 
for gender equality programming in the region 
and for institutional strengthening for achieving 
gender results and implementation of the com-
mitments in the UNDP GES 2022–2025. It also 
provides an Action Plan to be implemented at the 
regional level for the duration of the strategy. As 
Country Offices (COs) are required to align their 
country gender strategies with the UNDP GES 
2022-2025, the regional strategy’s purpose is to 
provide further focus and identify areas where 
investments will be directed to strengthen the 
UNDP’s gender equality policy and programming 
offer and results at regional and CO levels.  

Image: ©UNDP Morocco
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The RBAS GES was developed in a phased 
process. The first consultation event was the 
RBAS Gender Community of Practice Retreat 
in November 2022, which brought together all 
COs gender staff and selected programme col-
leagues, members of the global gender team, 
the regional thematic team leaders as well as 
regional external stakeholders1. Trends, oppor-
tunities, challenges and priorities for UNDP’s 
work on gender equality in the region were 
identified, in line with the GES. This resulted in 
developing the building blocks for the regional 
strategy which were further refined through 

various programming discussions that took 
place during 2023, and aligned with RBAS’ 
vision for its work across the region that pri-
oritizes the three thematic areas: poverty and 
inequality; energy and environment and gov-
ernance and resilience and planned to be im-
plemented through four emerging portfolios. 
Following validation of the draft with various 
teams across the region, the strategy also ben-
efited from consultations with regional and in-
ternational stakeholders which took place in 
April and May 2024 as part of socializing of 
the strategy. 

Image: Egypt ©Claudia Wiens
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Gender inequality is a key development 
challenge in the Arab region and remains 
an impediment to achieving Agenda 2030. 
Despite that countries in the region vary 
greatly in terms of GDP and Human Develop- 
ment, women continue to face legal, economic, 
political, social, cultural and institutional bar-
riers that undermine their full participation in 
society, albeit to varying degrees among and 
within countries. Women who are at inter- 
sections of disadvantages such as poor wom-
en, women with disabilities or migrants2 are the 
most vulnerable. The interlinked challenges 
of governance deficits, economic constraints 
and environmental degradation, compound-
ed by natural disasters and conflict hinder 
progress toward egalitarian societies. Discrim- 
inatory social norms and practices prevail in so-
cieties and institutions, and stand in the way of 
women’s participation, personal freedoms and 
legal reforms.

Several trends in the region challenge advanc- 
ement of gender equality: the lack of eco-
nomic diversification, weak private sector 
in most countries as well as debt and fiscal 
constraints in Middle-income countries (MICs) 
and fragile and crisis countries (FCCs) strain 
social expenditures and limit growth and eco-
nomic opportunities for women.  The multiple 
crises and price hikes raise poverty levels and 
thus exposure to gender differentiated vulner-
abilities and risks of exploitation and violence 
especially in fragile and middle-income coun-
tries. Governance challenges and restrictions 
on civic space hinder women’s ability to ef-
fectively participate in politics at all levels and 
limit the influence of women civil society. Le-
gal inequality is still prevalent despite some 
progress and women’s access to justice is 
restricted. The region is also one of the most 
water stressed regions, and one of the most 
heavily affected by climate change, lead-
ing to drought, food scarcity and climate dis-
placement particularly limiting rural wom-
en’s3 access to resources, increasing their 
care responsibility while displacement increas-
es risks gender-based violence and traffick-
ing.4 Women develop their own adaptive strat-

egies yet insufficiently benefit from climate 
action5. The region is also prone to disasters, 
yet lacks preparedness, as recently witnessed 
the earthquakes in Syria and Morocco and the 
flood in Libya.  Conflict has been escalating 
in the region for the past decade, compound-
ing the above trends, and remains the key 
deter-rent of progress and gender equality. 
Half of the countries: Iraq, Libya, Lebanon, the 
State of Palestine, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and 
Yemen are in conflict or fragility. The Syrian ref-
ugee crisis remains the largest in the world. 
The occupied Palestinian territory is undergoing 
massive escalation of atrocities since October 
2023. Sudan is experiencing a wider conflict 
with severe consequences since April 2023.  
Forced displacement and conflict erode ser-
vices and protection, destroys livelihoods and 
economic opportunities, cuts off social support 
systems and exposes women to increased 
gender-based discrimination and sexual 
and gender-based violence. With the conti- 
nuation of conflict and its negative reper-
cussions, there is rising backlash against 
the human rights and gender equality age- 
ndas. Women CSOs and human rights defenders 
are bearing the brunt of this backlash. 

Image: ©UNDP Jordan
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On the other hand, opportunities exist that can 
be leveraged for advancement in gender equal-
ity. The rise in education especially among 
young women, including in Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 
 and the gradual diversification of specializa-
tions, if leveraged, can increase the opportuni-
ties for women in the productive economy. The 
green and renewable energy transition is also 
gaining momentum in the region offering new 
avenues for increasing the participation of wom-
en in sectors where they have previously been 
excluded. The expansion of digital techno- 
logies and the potential growth in digital prod- 
uction and digitally enabled business process-
es, with the right investments and suitable 
policies and bridging the gender digital divide 
can contribute to advancing women’s partic-
ipation and gender equality. The region wit-
nessed positive legal reforms in the past de-
cades granting women more rights in some 
areas such as in legal entitlements and la-
bor laws where momentum can be utilized. 
Another opportunity is the presence and role 
of women machineries and women CSOs 
leading advocacy for gender equality and re-
sponse to crises with new forms of young fem-
inist activism following the waves of the Arab 
uprisings and COVID-19 pandemic emerging6. 
Finally, regional frameworks such as the UNSCR 
1325 Regional Action Plan, the Youth, Peace 
and Security Strategy, and international proc- 
esses such as the SDG Review, the Beijing 
+30, the Climate and environment COP mecha- 
nisms can also be leveraged to advocate for  
advancement of gender equality policies and 
women’s participation.

Gender equality trends in 
data 

The available data attests to the overall lag 
in progress towards gender equality in the re-
gion. The UNDP’s Gender Development In-
dex stood at 0.877 in 2022, and the Gender 
Inequality Index at 0.523, placing the region as 
the second worst performing region in the world.7 
The reality, however, is more nuanced than av-

erages show. There are large variations among 
countries in the region and they include those 
with very high, and very low human development. 
Variations also exist within countries, where var-
ious groups of women are at the intersection of 
multiple disadvantages related to migration sta-
tus, disability, geography, socioeconomic status 
and other factors of exclusion and marginalization. 
Gender and intersectional disaggregated data is 
uneven across the different sectors and most-
ly scarce, which limits the analysis and hinders 
evidence-based policymaking and monitoring of 
progress. 

Nevertheless, based on the data available the key 
trends are outlined below. 

Legal reform. All countries in the region, with the 
exception of Somalia and Sudan, have ratified the 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrim-
ination against Women, albeit with reservations in 
most countries,8 and progress in legal reform has 
been patchy.9 Out of 74 indicators on the status of 
gender equality in the law, countries with the most 
progress meet no more than 54 percent of these 
indicators.10 Stagnation is observed particularly 
in personal status codes, citizenship rights and 
sexual and reproductive health and rights. Wom-
en and girls still do not have adequate access to 
justice due to awareness and capacity deficits, 
high costs, social norms and low participation of 
women in the sector.11 

Education and health care. Although literacy 
rates among women are lower than men in the 
region, there has been progress in completion 
of secondary education, with 78.5% of girls 
and 76.6% of boys completing lower second-
ary school in Middle East & North Africa as of 
2020.12 Similarly, in many countries, young wom-
en outperform men in enrollment in tertiary ed-
ucation. However, girls in poor communities and 
rural areas, especially in FCCs and in contexts 
of displacement face significant barriers to ac-
cess. In health care, there is disparity in access 
to quality services, as investment in primary 
health care is sub-optimal. Freedom in accessing 
sexual and reproductive health services in the 
region is still curtailed.
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STEM and digital skills.  Although historically, 
there has been gender segregation in educa-
tional specializations, young women are en-
tering new and more diversified disciplines. 
The number of women and girls in Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) degrees is now higher than men in the 
region and higher than in developed econo-
mies, with 48.1 percent of STEM graduates 
in Arab countries being women.13 Although, 
progress in digital access among women in the 
region varies, the average gap is still high. In 
2017, the average gender gap in internet us-
ers was at 17.3 percent, 50 percent higher than 
the global gap,14 however, averages do not re-
veal that in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries, the gap is almost closed.

Economic participation. The average rate of 
women’s labour force participation is low, 
standing at 20 percent compared to 69 per-
cent for men and to 47 percent at the global 
level, albeit with huge variation ranging from 6 
percent in Yemen, to 60 percent in Qatar.15 It is 
worth noting that while this indicator is highest 
among GCC countries, the gender gap is similar 
across sub-regional groups (GCCs, middle-in-

come countries and crisis countries). There is 
also high unemployment among economically 
active women in the region. The average un-
employment rate is higher among women than 
among men (21 percent versus 9 percent) and 
especially among youth (43 percent versus 22 
percent).16 The gender gap in unemployment is 
highest in crisis countries. Unemployment has 
increased, especially among young women,17 
and women with tertiary degrees are twice as 
likely to be unemployed than men, in almost 
all the countries in the region.18 There is still 
a gender wage gap for similar work which 
ranges from 0.6 in Lebanon to 0.8 in Algeria,19 

and women are underrepresented in manag- 
erial positions.20 According to the 2021—2022 
Human Development Report the gross national 
income per capita for women in the Arab States 
was estimated at 21.9 percent of men’s (approx- 
imately one fifth), compared to 57.7 percent of 
men’s globally.21 Women are also under-rep-
resented among business owners. Available 
data shows that the range is from 7 percent 
in Algeria to 21 percent in Bahrain.22 There is 
improvement in parity in entrepreneurship, with 
one out of three start-ups in the Arab region 
founded or led by women.23

Image: ©UNDP Lebanon
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Poverty, informality and social protection. Pov-
erty in the region has been on the rise, espe-
cially following the conflicts in Syria and Yemen, 
the COVID-19 crisis and the Ukraine war. Poverty 
is expected to increase further with the war in 
Sudan and Gaza. Women in poverty are at an 
increased disadvantage and bear the brunt of 
food insecurity. Data and analysis on feminiza-
tion of poverty in the region, however, remain 
insufficient. In countries where data is available, 
informality among women stands at 62 percent 
(lower than among men at 69%), and 44 percent 
of their employment in non-agricultural sectors 
is informal.24 Informality among women is high-
er than among men in some FCCs, especially 
among youth (Lebanon, Sudan, Somalia, Yemen) 
and Djibouti, but it is low in GCCs.25  Additionally, 
social protection of women in the region is low, 
especially social security. In countries in western 
Asia, only 8.6 percent of working age women are 
legally covered by comprehensive social security 
systems, compared with 36.1 percent of men; this 
27.5 percent gap is the highest in the world, com-
pared to the global average of 7.8 percentage 
points.26 Women in the region are highly engaged 
in unpaid care work and devote 5 to 6 times more 
time to it than men do, which is higher than the 
world average of 3.2 times,27 with implications on 
their public participation.

Gender-based violence.  Systematic data on 
gender-based violence is scarce, however, es-
timates place lifetime intimate partner violence 
at 31 percent,28 which is higher than the average 

global estimate of 27 percent.29 In addition to 
domestic violence, there are other forms of GBV 
in the region, especially among displaced wom-
en, including sexual harassment, child marriage, 
forced marriage, and in some countries, female 
genital mutilation.  Violent conflict directly in-
creases sexual and gender-based violence which 
is used as a weapon of war.  Institutionalized mil-
itarized masculinity; proliferation of arms and the 
lack of accountability and rule of law provides an 
enabling environment for the increase in all forms 
of violence, and for sexual, and other types of, 
exploitation deepening multiple risks for women.

Political participation. Women’s average par-
ticipation in lower houses of parliaments and 
consultative “Shoura” councils is 18.1 percent in 
2023 compared to the global average of 26.5 
percent, with rates highest in GCC at 26.2 per-
cent,30 followed by middle-income countries at 
19.9 percent, then crisis countries at 15 percent.31 
All countries are below the 30 percent minimum 
standard for the region, except for the United Arab 
Emirates where women constitute 50 percent in 
the Shoura council. Women’s share in top leader-
ship in the public sector is also low, estimated at 
12 percent in countries where data is available.32 
Women in the region are also under-represented 
in ministerial cabinets (13.7 percent),33 local mu-
nicipal councils, and are not adequately included 
in climate change or peace negotiations.  While 
participation rates are already low, the degree to 
which participation has been effective is another 
matter for consideration. 

Image: Egypt ©Claudia Wiens
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The Regional Gender Equality Strategy is a re-
quirement of the global Gender Equality Strate-
gy 2022–2025. The aims of the RBAS Regional 
Gender Equality Strategy are the following:

• Define the focus areas for gender equality 
programming in the Arab Region based on 
UNDP’s emerging priority areas of work/ 
portfolios. The focus areas will be implement-
ed at regional and country levels. 

• Define a theory of change for advancing 
gender equality in the region. The regional 
gender strategy provides guidance on the 
pillars of intervention that are required to ad-
vance gender equality across programmes/
portfolios.

• Define concrete commitments for insti-tu-
tional change informed by the gender equal-
ity seal for development.

• Facilitate engagement with internal and 
external stakeholders in an ongoing proc- 
ess and open-up opportunities for partner-
ships and collaboration.

• Strengthen accountability: Meet the commit-
ments under the global Gender Equality Strat-
egy 2022–2025 and the UN Gender SWAP.

Programmatic objectives 

In response to the above context, UNDP 
will seek to achieve the following objectives 
through this strategy:

• To support regional and national stake-
holders to enhance gender equality in re-
silience against multiple risks, especially 
among disadvantaged groups, given the 
exposure of the region to multiple crises at 
macro level and the individual micro risks.

• To support regional and national stake-
holders in achieving equal opportunities 
in future economies and societies, across 
various social groups, by minimizing bar-
riers, providing incentives and affirma-
tive action to enable equal benefit from 
the transformation toward green and dig-
ital economies and be included in deci-
sion-making spaces 

• To strengthen and leverage women’s 
agency in multiple sectors, and at all lev-
els, recognizing the role various women 
groups and their organizations play in ad-
vancing gender equality, social justice, and 
resilience of communities and societies. 

Image: ©UNDP Syria
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In line with UNDP’s Strategic Plan and the glob-
al Gender Equality Strategy (2022–2025), the 
regional strategy aims for the following three 
directions of change:34 

• Structural transformation. As long as violent 
conflicts are prevalent, structural transforma-
tion for gender equality cannot fully occur. As 
such, UNDP will explore new approaches and 
solutions to affect change in this context, and 
to tackle the resistance and “invisible” caus-
es of persistence of gender inequalities, with 
the participation of stakeholders in the re-
gion. It will seek to support shifts in systems, 
policies, laws, institutions and resources in 
favor of gender equality. 

• Leaving no one behind. UNDP recognizes 
that populations are not homogeneous, and 
that inequalities exist among them. As such 

UNDP will define its response based on gen-
der and intersectional analysis that uncovers 
factors of disadvantage, discrimination and 
deprivation and highlights experiences of var-
ious social groups. In the region, UNDP will 
focus on young women, women in poverty, 
in rural areas, informal workers, survivors of 
SGBV, mobile women and women with dis-
abilities. 

• Building resilience. As countries are affected 
by one or more macro-level crisis: conflict, cli-
mate change, and disasters, and micro-level 
risks, such as poverty, informality and unem-
ployment, UNDP will place gender equality at 
the heart of its risk and crisis prevention, miti-
gation, protection and preparedness through 
gender-responsive analysis and women’s 
participation in decision-making.

Image: ©UNDP Yemen
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The RBAS GES will be guided by the following 
principles that reinforce each other:

Gender responsiveness35 [Figure 1]: At minimum 
UNDP will address in all its projects and pro-
grammes the differential needs of men, women 
and marginalized populations and advance equi-
table distribution of resources, status, benefits and 
rights. UNDP will balance the transformation of 
social norms, negative cultural values and power 
structures with the “do no harm” principle. 

Do no harm: Recognizing that no development in-
tervention is gender-neutral, UNDP will undertake 
gender risk analysis and implement mitigation 
measures to ensure that, at minimum, projects/
programmes do not perpetuate or exacerbate 
gender inequalities, do not lead to or exacerbate 
gender-based violence, or compromise the safety 
of participants and partners. 

Engaging men and boys: UNDP will promote 

Figure 1: the Gender Results Effectiveness Scale

Gender 
Negative

Gender  
Blind

Gender 
Targeted

Gender 
Responsive

Gender 
Transformative

Result had a 
negative outcome 
that aggravated or 
reinforced gender 
inequalities and 
limiting norms

Result gave no 
attention to gender, 

and failed to 
acknowledge the 
different needs 
of men, women, 

girls and boys, and 
other marginalized 

populations

Result contributed 
to changes in norms, 

cultural values, 
power structures 
and the roots of 

gender inequalities 
and discriminations

Result addressed the 
differential needs 
of men, women, 
or marginalized 
populations and 
focused on the 

equitable distribution 
of benefits, resources, 
status, rights, etc. but 
did not address root 

causes of inequalities

Result focused 
on the number 

of women, men, 
or marginalized 
populations that 
were targeted 

(e.g. 50/50 
representation)

engagement of men at household/community 
or national levels in its country and regional 
programming and strengthen the use of mas-
culinity approaches to garner male support for 
advancing gender equality, raise awareness 
around toxic masculinity and reduce resistance 
to gender equality and liberate both men and 
women from harmful gender norms.

Inclusion and participation: UNDP will facil-
itate safe and inclusive spaces for women, 
women-led organizations, gender equality 
advocates and organizations, including those 
led by young women, in its programmes and 
projects and in devising forward-looking solu-
tions for gender equality in the region.

Integrated solutions: Responding to the 
complexity of gender inequality as a develop-
ment challenge, UNDP will respond through 
integrated solutions across thematic areas of  
UNDP’s work. 
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The section below identifies gender equality 
priorities in UNDP’s emerging programme port-
folios in the region, which will focus our offer 
at regional and country levels. As per UNDP’s 
Gender Equality Strategy 2022–2025, gender 
mainstreaming or integration is a requirement 
for all UNDP programme and project activities. 
UNDP is also required to develop interventions 
that specifically address gender equality as a 
primary objective, in fulfilment of signature solu-
tion 6 of the Strategic Plan 2022–2025. As such 
implementation of these priorities will be through 
this twin-track approach. 

PRIORITY 1 

Future economies are gen-
der-inclusive and transforma-
tive
Emerging Portfolio One: Support to green and 
digital socio-economic transformation [Contribu-
tion to Signature solutions 1 and 3]

1.1 Gender equality in jobs, entrepreneurship 
and MSMEs especially in green and digital 
sectors. 

Building on UNDP’s good practices and les-
sons identified for women’s economic em-
powerment, UNDP will support governments 
to improve the enabling environment to facil-
itate women’s economic empowerment, such 
as through research and policy analysis from 
a gender perspective and with a focus future 
of work policies. UNDP will also strengthen 
gender responsive market system and val-
ue chain approaches to support women’s 
entrepreneurship and MSMEs, and ensure 
gender responsive, do-no harm approach-
es in employment and cash for work proj-
ects. UNDP will complement this work with 
interventions to increase women’s access to 
“green” digital, water and energy services in 
local communities [In connection with priority 
3.1 below]. UNDP will also work with private 
sector employers, using the Gender Equality 
Seal for the Private Sector methodology, for 
more equal employment opportunities, ca-

reer progression in safe environments and 
higher inclusion of women MSE’s in larger 
companies’ value chains.  

1.2 Advancing the care economy. 

UNDP will engage in processes with multiple 
stakeholders for advancing the care econo-
my by looking at policies, services, data, and 
norms. This will potentially include regional 
tracking of care policies, developing and im-
plementing a methodology for strengthening 
the integration of care work concerns in social 
protection systems, and exploring innovative 
methods for data collection on unpaid care 
work. UNDP will support national and local 
stakeholders in implementation of initiatives 
to tackle the care service gap and related neg-
ative social norms that cement women’s role 
as exclusive care providers. 

Image: ©UNDP Tunisia
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1.3 Increasing financing for gender equality.

UNDP will advance the sustainable financing 
agenda to harness private and public financ-
ing for gender equality. As such, UNDP will 
advocate with governments for gender re-
sponsive taxation and expenditures, potential-
ly through policy diagnosis, gender data pro-
duction, capacity development and dialogues. 
UNDP will also support institutional reforms 
using the Gender Equality Seal for Public In-
stitutions (GESPI) methodology and explore 
partnerships to pilot gender responsive im-
pact investments that target disadvantaged 
women groups. Finally, UNDP will advance 
gender inclusive (digital) finance and address 
financial and digital illiteracy and other barri-
ers that women face.  

 PRIORITY 2 

Equal rights and opportunities 
for participation of all women 
in building cohesive societies 
Emerging Portfolio Two: Reimagining the social 
contract [Contribution to Signature solutions 2 
and 3]

2.1 Advancing gender justice. 

UNDP will continue to prioritize gender jus-
tice, by tracking reforms in laws on gender 
equality and discrimination to support report-
ing on SDG 5.1.1 and 5.6.2 and advocating for 
further reforms at regional and country lev-
els. UNDP will also support women’s access 
to justice, and prevention and response to 
gender-based violence through legal support 
and literacy with a focus on personal status 
and gender-based violence issues, security 
and justice sector reforms for gender equal-
ity benefiting from the GESPI methodology, 
and behavioral initiatives to affect norms and 
practice.  Implementation would take into ac-
count disadvantaged groups [youth, migrants, 
PWDs, Women in Conflict with the law]. 

2.2 Strengthening women’s role and partici-
pation in prevention of conflict, climate action 
and green recovery/reconstruction. 

UNDP will continue to facilitate spaces for 
advocacy on Temporary Special Measures 
(TSMs) and for capacity building on leadership 
for gender equality at regional, nation-
al and local levels. Furthermore, building 
on its existing work on the Women, Peace and 
Security agenda, UNDP will support women’s 
participation in mediation, peacebuilding, re-
covery and reconstruction. This will support 
having a gender perspective in economic 
recovery, stabilization, service delivery as 
well as climate action, sustainable cons- 
umption and management of household 
and community resources [In connection 
with priorities 1.1 and 3.1]). For this purpose, 
to inform regional and national initiatives, 
UNDP will document case studies 
to identify the critical factors for women’s 
success as leaders at the local level.  The 
focus will be on women in conflict and cli-
mate affected zones and displaced women. 
UNDP will also develop and implement ap-
proaches to address societal resistance and 
violence against women in politics and pub-
lic life and will pilot the Gender-Responsive 
Crisis Analysis in two countries to finalize the 

Image: ©UNDP Somalia 
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methodology. This will help strengthen gen-
der responsiveness in crisis prevention and 
response and in climate action in both stable 
and fragile countries. 

PRIORITY 3 

Gender equality is advanced 
in the food, water and energy 
nexus and climate security
Emerging Portfolio Three: The nexus of food-
water-energy [Contribution to Signature sol-
utions 1, 3, 4 and 5]

3.1 Increasing women’s access to and role in 
food, water and energy security. 

UNDP will focus on support to rural women 
and women small-scale farmers to increase 
their productivity in agriculture and agri-food 
industry through sustainable technologies 
and practices in agriculture, their inclusion in 
higher value chains and enhancing their ac-
cess to climate finance, land and other assets 
[In connection with priority 1.1]. UNDP will also 
ensure that its initiatives support women in 
their role in land, water and energy manage-
ment especially in climate affected areas: as 
users for higher access; as decision-makers; 
and as contributors to environmental sus-
tainability [in connection with priority 2.2]. 
UNDP will also facilitate data collection and 
research on the gender-differentiated ac-
cess to food, land, water and/or energy and 
its impact, and engage in policy spaces for 
inclusion of gender equality concerns and 
rural women in climate, water, energy and 
land policies and in decision-making at local, 
national and global levels.  This focus area 
will be linked to the preparation for and fol-
low-up to the UN Convention on Combating 
Desertification (COP16) to be held in Riyadh 
in December 2024 and Climate COPs during 
the period of implementation. 

Emerging Portfolio Four: Local development 

The local development approach is viable 

in the region in crisis and fragile countries, 
where national processes are disrupted, 
and also relevant across countries in the 
region where decentralization or decon-
centration policies have been adopted and 
regional disparities are significant. Inter-
ventions at sub-national, local levels are 
closer to the communities, and as such 
provide an opportunity to advance gender 
equality, women’s participation and resil- 
ience. The focus areas articulated above 
require interventions at national and local 
levels and will thus constitute the focus ar-
eas within this portfolio coined to the ex-
tent possible in local planning and budg- 
eting processes. In addition, UNDP will inte-
grate gender equality in its regional approach 
for local (economic) development.

The enablers for 
gender equality
Data for gender equality: Given the absence 
of gender-disaggregated data and analysis, 
despite their necessity for design of evi-
dence-based policies, UNDP will ensure that 
gender is mainstreamed in its research, will 
enhance the use of qualitative methodologies 
and explore big data methodologies and the 
use of AI. Given its role in the Voluntary Na-
tional Reviews, UNDP will support discussions 
about gender data collection and analysis at 
the regional and country levels in collabora-
tion with multiple stakeholders. UNDP will also 
support gender or women MPIs in countries 
in the region where feasible.

Innovation for gender equality: Innovation is 
a powerful catalyst that sup-ports the transfor-
mative agenda required to address gender 
inequality effectively. Systems and portfolio 
approaches can provide UNDP with a holis-
tic view of the challenges women encounter 
at various levels and guide us in formulating 
comprehensive solutions. As such UNDP will 
integrate the gender perspective into inno-
vative frameworks and portfolio approaches. 
UNDP will also explore innovative approaches 
for norms change and data improvement such 
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as behavioral insights (BI) to address negative 
norms; the potential of artificial intelligence 
(AI), future trends and signals, insights and 
other methods for better data that will assist 
in pushing for transformative change at UNDP.

Digitalization for gender equality: to ensure 
equal benefit from various interventions that 
rely on digitalization, UNDP will support gov-
ernments in bridging the gender digital divide 

in terms of literacy and access especially in 
middle income and fragile countries and 
strengthen digital safety through better mon-
itoring of and response to the backlash and 
gender-based violence in the cyberspace. 
Therefore, gender integration in digitalization 
assessments and response and digitaliza-
tion programmes would help avoid women’s 
exclusion and ensure they benefit from the 
digital transition.

Image: ©UNDP Sudan
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The Theory of Change (ToC) below draws on 
the “Gender at Work”36  and John Hopkins gen-
der analysis frameworks37 and advises UNDP’s 
planned approach in the region to address the 
priorities mentioned above, i.e. the “how” (Figure 
2). It suggests that:

1. Policies, laws and institutions 

Gender-blind policies and inequality in the 
law hinder the required progress on gen-
der equality. Patriarchal institutional poli- 
cies and norms are a key cause of eco-
nomic and political exclusion. A key area of 
intervention that UNDP is well positioned 
for is addressing the systemic pillar of pol- 
icies and formal institutions. UNDP in the 
region is particularly present in economic de-
velopment, financing for the SDGs, gender 
justice, social protection, climate and env- 
ironment policies and the Regional Refugee 
and Resilience Plans (3RP). UNDP in the 
region will collaborate with national gov- 
ernments and national women’s ma-
chineries and partners organizations on 
research and policies for higher gender 
and youth inclusion in: 1) green economic 
development/recovery and future of work 
policies, 2) laws impacting women’s econom-
ic resilience/ participation, 3) financing for 
gender equality including climate finance, 
4) climate/environment and displacement 5) 

care economy and social protection. UNDP 
will build on its existing relationships with 
Ministries of economies, finance, environm- 
ent, water and justice to support gender-re-
sponsive service delivery as well as with Cen-
tral Banks and the private sector.

2. Access to resources 

UNDP will implement integrated initiatives 
at individual and community levels that facil-
itate women’s access to knowledge, tools and 
technologies; work opportunities and liveli-
hoods; natural resources [water, land]; energy, 
finance and justice. UNDP will support care 
businesses or cooperatives in the same com-
munities to reduce time poverty. UNDP will 
also facilitate spaces for networking and col-
laboration among women and seek to include 
young women, women in poor communities, 
rural areas, small-scale farmers, women in dis-
placement and women with disabilities.

3. Beliefs, perceptions and practices  

Discriminatory and harmful social norms and 
practices are systemic and are key contribu-
tors to gender inequalities and gender-based 
 violence that limit women’s ability to bene-
fit from favorable policies and available re-
sources, especially in situations of conflict and 
displacement. UNDP will thus explore innov- 
ative ways to unpack these norms, strengthen 
and integrate approaches to prevent violence 
against women and address toxic masculin-
ities and ensure engagement of men in its 
programmes.  UNDP will also participate in 
UN and civil society stakeholders’ efforts to 
explore new effective tools for advocacy for 
gender equality in the region. The latter will be 
based on analysis and better understanding 
of the backlash (e.g. monitoring backlash, or 
analysis of current narratives), that responds 
to current realities in the region.

4. Agency:  

Historical and systemic discrimination, as well 
as patriarchal up-bringing limits women’s in-

If UNDP intervenes in the 
four pillars outlined below 
(the quadrants in the figure) 
across the priority areas 
above, these can collectively 
disrupt power imbalances and 
strengthen gender equality in 
resilience, opp-ortunities and 
agency.
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dividual self-esteem, their consciousness, 
choices, perceptions of their own capabilities. 
UNDP will invest in leadership of women by 
providing safe space for exchange, learning, 
alliance building or collaboration at national 
and local levels and across its thematic areas 
of work (community groups, cooperatives, 
group businesses, etc). Collaboration with for-
mal and civil society organizations at national 
and local levels is key. UNDP will strengthen 
its gender approach in the Arab Academy for 
Leadership of Women that focuses on Women 
in Politics. UNDP will also connect women with 
existing regional and sub-regional business, 

peacebuilding, mediation and other networks. 

Power relations are inextricably linked to the 
four dimensions listed above. They determine 
and are determined by how equitable policies, 
laws and institutions, access to services and 
control of assets can be, and the extent to 
which an individual can draw on their agency. 
Invisible power is highly intertwined with and 
shapes beliefs, perceptions and practices and 
is the most difficult to tackle. Advancing equali-
ty in the 4 pillars is interdependent and change 
in one pillar would influence and be influenced 
by other pillars in the graph given the disrup-
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tion in the underlying power dynamics.

So far, UNDP in the region has focused 
more on the right side of the graph: for-
mal institutions and resources, than the left 
side: informal institutions and conscious-
ness. The UNDP report lessons learnt report 
on women’s economic empowerment in 
the Arab Region also showed that UNDP’s 
interventions often focus on the individual 
level, the top of the graph, while working 
at the policy and institutional levels, the  
bottom of the graph, are key. Interventions 
that tackle specific gender equality challen- 
ges at regional and country levels should there-
fore use this framework and explicitly plan in-
terventions in the four dimensions.

Arab Human Development 
Reports and Knowledge 
Products
Since the seminal first series of Arab Human 
Development Reports (AHDRs) that started in 

2002, UNDP in the Arab States has played 
a significant role in helping to place gender 
equality and women’s empowerment on the 
national development agendas of the coun-
tries in the region. The fourth AHDR report 
published in 2005, ‘Towards the Rise of 
Women in the Arab World’, was dedicated 
to the centrality of gender equality and wom-
en’s empowerment for reducing poverty and 
promoting equitable and sustainable human 
development. It also recognized that advanc-
es towards gender equality and women’s em-
powerment rested on the combined efforts of 
both national governments and CSOs.  Since 
then, several AHDRs have been issued, the 
latest published in 2022. The AHDR 2022 
highlighted the impact of COVID-19 on gen-
der equality emphasizing the value of social 
care and solidarity in building future resil-
ience and achieving the SDGs. UNDP will 
ensure a gender perspective is included in 
the selected themes of the AHDRs produced 
during the strategy period. UNDP will also in-
tegrate gender in key thought leadership and 
knowledge products produced in the region. 

Image: ©UNDP Syria
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In addition to the programmatic areas identified 
above, UNDP will invest in institutional change 
to enhance the organizational effectiveness for 
gender equality. In line with the global Gender 
Equality Strategy and guided by the gender 
equality seal for development, UNDP will focus 
on the following areas: 

Integration and specialization: 

UNDP regional gender expertise remains with 
the gender hub team. UNDP will seek to comple-
ment regional capacities to the extent feasible to 
strengthen the team in line with the programmat-
ic areas above to increase the specialization. In 
addition, the regional team will leverage capac-
ities from the global GPN and/or solicit external 
consultants based on the need. UNDP will also 
aim to have a gender specialist in all crisis coun-
tries by 2025. 

To help in integration of gender equality in the 
regional programme and within regional frame-
works, UNDP will establish a regional gender fo-
cal team (RGFT) in the regional hub from across 
all thematic and operational teams, ensuring 
diversity. UNDP will invest in building and im-
plementing a solid transformative training and 
capacity development plan for the RGFT for 
transforming attitudes, building understand-
ing and skills on gender equality in all areas of 
their work. Furthermore, selected members of 
the RGFT who work on inclusive growth, youth, 
people with disabilities and displaced popula-
tions, will collaborate to elaborate a framework 
of analysis based on “leaving no one behind” 
and intersectionality to be used in programming. 

An equal and inclusive culture:

UNDP will strengthen the mechanisms for a saf-
er enabling environment. UNDP will continue to 
develop and implement the Regional Preven-
tion of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and Sex-
ual Harassment (PSEA/SH) annual work plans 
and strengthen awareness among the staff in 
the region on the zero-tolerance policies, the 
designated focal points and reporting mecha-
nisms. UNDP will also identify the gender-gap 

areas in the work environment based on corpo-
rate or unit surveys (such as the engagement 
or inclusion surveys) and develop actions to 
address those gaps, including considering a 
women leadership programme for the region.

Matching ambition with financial resources:

UNDP will progressively commit the required 
budget from TRAC II core resources towards 
gender equality. It will also ensure that new 
programmes and projects at the regional and 
national level progressively incorporate the 15 
percent minimum allocation. This commitment 
will ensure the ability to plan GEN3 outputs, to 
strengthen gender approaches in GEN2 pro-
grammes and potentially dedicate gender ex-
pertise toward implementation. 

Accountability:

UNDP will continue to be guided by, and report 
to, the Gender Steering and Implementation 
Committee (GSIC), the principal mechanism for 
monitoring implementation of the global Gender 
Equality Strategy. A regional level mechanism 
will also be set up to support the implementa-
tion of the Strategy and regular monitoring of in-
dicators related to gender parity, gender mark-
ers on a regular basis and advising on actions.  
UNDP will encourage the performance assess-
ment criteria for all senior and middle managers 
to include gender equality commitments in line 
with this strategy. UNDP will also strengthen 
gender equality in results-based management 
(RBM) and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) and 
ensure all evaluations are aligned with the hu-
man rights and gender equality principles in line 
with UNDP’s policies. 

Communication for advocacy:

UNDP will strengthen advocacy and commu-
nication on gender equality work in the Arab 
region by strengthening regional reporting 
through newsletters and online to communicate 
results and develop key advocacy messages 
that will foster strategic dialogues on gender 
equality and tackle the backlash.
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The RGES will be implemented through collab-
orations and partnerships with national, region-
al and global organizations working for gender 
equality in the areas identified in this strategy. 

At national level, potential collaborations incl- 
ude women and their CSOs, national wom-
en machineries, ministries of economy and fi-
nance, justice, environment and energy among 
others. Partnerships are also envisioned with fi-
nancial institutions, local authorities, the private 
sector and Telecom providers. 

Partnership and collaborations with interna-
tional and regional organizations will contin-
ue and new ones will be explored to drive 
forward gender equality outcomes. These 
include the League of Arab States (LAS) on their 
women empowerment programme, the Arab 
Women Organization on elections and other top-
ics, the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) and 
the European Institute for the Mediterranean on 
economic and climate policy, the Center of Arab 
Women for Training and Research (CAWTAR), the 
Islamic Development Bank (ISDB), and the Or-
ganization of Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) on financial inclusion, the World 
Bank and other development banks and IFIs.

UNDP will continue to work with and seek fur-
ther collaboration with think tanks on research 
studies such as the Economic Research Fo-
rum on the future of work for gender equality, 

academia/universities in the region and glob-
ally for driving forward new research. UNDP 
will also expand its collaboration with global 
and regional CSOs and regional gender net-
works, in crisis-response, advocacy on gen-
der-responsive policies and alliance building. 
As such UNDP will engage with them on a reg-
ular basis for exchange of experiences, sharing 
and networking during the implem-entation of 
this strategy. 

UNDP will continue the collaboration on gender 
justice with UNESCWA, UNFPA and UN Wom-
en and expand to other agencies for specific 
issue-based advocacy at regional and country 
levels such as UNICEF, UNHCR and the global 
Campaign for Equal Nationality Rights on ad-
vancing nationality rights. Collaboration with 
United Nations agencies working for gender 
equality more broadly will continue at the re-
gional level through the Issue-Based Coalition on 
Care Economy and beyond, such as the Gender 
in Humanitarian Action Working Group (GiHA) in 
addition to collaborations during the Arab Forum 
for Sustainable Development, the Commission 
on the Status of Women, Climate and environ-
ment COPs, the 16 Days of Activism against gen-
der-based violence, etc.  

Finally, collaboration with partners in the donor 
community and with private sector philanthro-
pies will be explored for networking and re-
source mobilization.

Image: ©UNDP PAPP
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To ensure implementation of the strategy, a 
Regional Gender Action Plan will be developed 
and implemented on an annual basis during the 
three years, and a mechanism will be set-up at 
RBAS to advocate and support the implementa-

tion of the regional strategy, analyze progress 
and obstacles in the implementation and co-de-
velop solutions The strategy will be reviewed 
mid 2025 for considering any emerging areas, 
as needed.

Image: ©UNDP Iraq
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