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   Foreword

Since the early 1990s, countries in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) Region have made admirable progress in reducing the gap be-
tween girls and boys in areas such as access to education and health care. 
Indeed, almost all young girls in the Region attend school, and more 
women than men are enrolled in university. Over the past 2 decades, 
maternal mortality declined 60 percent, the largest decrease in the world. 
Women in MENA are more educated than ever before. Nevertheless, as 
recent popular calls for greater social and economic inclusion illustrate, 
these achievements have not yet translated into a more equal role for 
women in political and economic life. Women in MENA clearly yearn to 
put their hard-won skills into action now.

It is not only in the protest squares that we have seen women whose 
aspirations are changing rapidly but increasingly unmet. The worldwide 
average for the participation of women in the workforce is approximately 
50 percent. In MENA, their participation is half that at 25 percent. Young 
women especially have high rates of unemployment. This fact is surely an 
important one to grapple with as the Region undergoes a profound trans-
formation in which young citizens, who already make up the bulk of the 
population, are at the forefront of calls for change.

This, then, is the context for our new report, Opening Doors: Gender 
Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa. In this report, 
we argue for urgent reform on multiple fronts to secure equal opportuni-
ties for women alongside men. A complex set of constraints inhibits wom-
en’s choice and mobility. Legal and social barriers limit where and how 
long women can work. The lack of relevant skills in demand by the mar-
ket narrows their opportunities. Finally, there are limited private sector 
and entrepreneurial prospects not only for jobs but also for those women 
who aspire to create and run a business. These constraints present multi-
ple challenges for reform.
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Each country in MENA will, of course, confront these constraints in 
different contexts. However, inherent in many of these challenges are 
rich opportunities as reforms unleash new economic actors. For the pri-
vate sector, the challenge is to create more jobs for young women and 
men. However, therein lies opportunity, too, because many of these 
young candidates are technology savvy and tuned in to current trends. 
For policymakers, undoing the inequalities that women face invites a 
complex mix of bold policy shifts, legal change, and education to help 
women achieve the appropriate skills. The World Bank has been pursu-
ing an exciting pilot program in Jordan to assist young women graduates 
in preparing to face the work environment. Initial results are promising 
but also point to attitudinal shifts that may need to be quite significant to 
make a real difference.

My hope is that this report presents more than a useful diagnostic. For 
the World Bank, it will be the analytical basis for our renewed commit-
ment and strategy to support gender equality in MENA. We want to 
ensure that our country dialogues and Bank-supported programs and 
policies are informed by a gender perspective. We also want to continue 
to learn what works through carefully designed policy pilots, and to share 
these lessons with countries around the world. As MENA countries set 
out toward a more inclusive development path, there is a tremendous op-
portunity for women and men to be equal partners in this new era.

Inger Andersen
Vice President

 Middle East and North Africa Region
The World Bank
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Many countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Region are 
undergoing a profound transformation. From Morocco to the Republic 
of Yemen, popular movements have called for reforms to make govern-
ments more inclusive and more accountable, extend social and economic 
freedoms, and increase employment opportunities. Young women and 
men have been at the forefront of these calls for change, reflecting their 
desire to participate actively in the political sphere. How the Region’s 
societies will change in the wake of these popular movements remains an 
open question.

Facing popular pressure to be more open and inclusive, some govern-
ments in the Region are considering and implementing electoral and con-
stitutional reforms to deepen democracy. These reforms present an op-
portunity to enhance economic, social, and political inclusion for all, 
including women, who make up half the population. However, the out-
look remains uncertain. In 2011, Tunisia mandated that an equal number 
of women and men run as candidates on the electoral list, and women 
have secured one-quarter of the seats in the constituent assembly. In the 
Arab Republic of Egypt, millions of women turned out to vote in the 
2011–12 parliamentary elections but, ultimately, made up only 2 percent 
of the lower house of parliament.

The world has acknowledged the power of Arab women as catalysts of 
change, awarding the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize to Tawakel Karman. She 
is the first Yemeni, the first Arab woman, and the youngest recipient of 
this honor. At the same time, across the Region, many are expressing 
concern that efforts to advance women’s rights and access to opportuni-
ties may be halted, and even reversed. In this context, it may become in-
creasingly important to safeguard and advance the gains from past 
reforms. 

Across the Region, young women and men are full of aspirations (box 
O.1). Education is seen as a pathway to meaningful careers, through 
which young people can build their identities and contribute to their 
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communities (box O.2). Through work, young women and men alike 
aspire to achieve great things and, in turn, inspire their peers. Their sto-
ries demonstrate that success in economic and political life does not need 
to come at the cost of family life and household responsibilities.

Complementing the World Development Report 2012: Gender 
Equality and Development (WDR 2012), this report, Opening Doors: 
Gender Equality in the Middle East and North Africa, focuses on the 
challenges and reform priorities for gender equality in the MENA  
Region. Following the approach of the 2012 WDR, the current report 
argues that “gender equality is smart economics” in MENA, as it is around 
the world. The report draws on economic analysis of quantitative data 

Rahma1 comes from a region of the Repub-
lic of Yemen in which it often is said, “To 
educate a woman is wrong because she has 
no place but her husband’s house.”2 Never-
theless, over the objections of her neigh-
bors and community leaders, Rahma be-
came the first female in her town to 
complete high school. She also was the first 
to take a job at a private medical clinic and 
the first to participate in a one-year health-
care training program in Sana’a. Rahma 
since has returned to her town, married, 
and delivers babies in a special room added 
to her house. The community has grown to 
respect and admire her, and other girls are 
following in her footsteps. Rahma’s 
younger sister is attending the Health In-
stitute in nearby Ibb City.

Very few women in Rahma’s mountain-
side town work for pay. Yet, when asked in 

focus groups what they hoped to be when 
they were 25 years old, adolescent girls de-
clared, “A teacher,” “A lawyer,” “An engi-
neer,” “A broadcaster.” The girls plan to 
marry and raise families, but many also as-
pire to work in professional settings in 
which they can apply their “hard work, dili-
gence, excellence [and] morals, with confi-
dence and with education and responsibil-
ity.” Similarly, in their focus groups, the 
boys hoped to “get married, make my wife 
happy, and find a good job.” They also ex-
pected to have to “work hard and perse-
vere” to realize their dreams.

In a Gaza neighborhood, a 24-year-old 
who graduated from university said she 
wants to earn “a Master’s degree and then 
open a private enterprise with my friend.” 
A young man from the same community 
reports, “I want to be an architect.”

BOX O.1

A Younger Generation Full of Aspirations

Sources: World Bank 2012b, 44, forthcoming.
Notes: 
1. Pseudonym.
2. In January 2011, nearly 500 adolescents, youths, and adults from the Republic of Yemen and the Palestinian Territories participated 
in small discussion groups on a wide range of gender issues.  This data collection was part of a 20-country rapid qualitative assess-
ment conducted in 2010 and 2011 as background for the World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development. For the 
global companion report that draws on the qualitative dataset, see Munoz Boudet, Petesch, and Turk (forthcoming).
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from MENA, qualitative research, and other international evidence to 
analyze gender challenges and identify the priority areas for policy action 
to promote gender equality in the Region.

The report argues that the MENA Region exhibits a gender equality 
paradox. Although, most MENA countries have made admirable progress 
in closing their gender gaps in education and health outcomes, these in-
vestments in human development have not yet translated into commensu-
rately higher rates of female participation in economic and political life.

Worldwide, women remain disadvantaged relative to men. In developing 
countries, women typically have higher mortality rates, particularly in in-
fancy, in early childhood, and in the reproductive ages (the “missing 
women” syndrome); lower levels of education and literacy; and lower pay 
in formal employment. Women also are underrepresented in politics and 
often lack the same legal rights that men have. While women in developed 
countries enjoy similar outcomes as men in the arenas of education and 
health, they continue to be paid less than men and have lower levels of 
representation in politics and senior management. Development does not 
automatically guarantee equality of outcomes so special attention by poli-
cymakers often is necessary to create change. 

Gender gaps are worth addressing for both intrinsic and instrumental rea-
sons. First, gender equality is intrinsically important. Freedom from abso-
lute deprivation––in education and health care, for instance––is a  
basic human right that applies equally to women and men. Second, gender 
equality is an instrument for development: it can enhance economic effi-
ciency and improve development outcomes. As the 2012 WDR argues,  
“. . . gender equality is smart economics” and matters for development. 
Providing women and men with equal access to education, economic op-
portunities, and assets has the potential to boost productivity. Further-
more, gender equality benefits the welfare of future generations. For ex-
ample, improved education and employment opportunities for women 
have been shown to increase women’s bargaining power, resulting in 
greater investment in children’s health and education. Finally, when 
women and men have equal chances to be socially and politically active and 
to influence laws, politics, and policymaking, institutions and policies are 
more likely to be fair and representative of society as a whole.

With higher levels of education and lower fertility rates than ever 
before, women in the Region increasingly are looking for work. The 
public sector long has been the dominant source of employment, espe-
cially for women in the Region, who typically earn significantly more 
there than they would in the private sector. Indeed, women’s typical 
fields of study, such as education, health services, and humanities, are 
geared toward employment in the public sector, thus reinforcing their 
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preference and suitability for government jobs. However, further expan-
sion of the public sector is increasingly fiscally unsustainable, especially 
in the labor-abundant, oil-poor countries.

Moreover, job creation in the private sector so far has been too limited 
to absorb the large and growing number of young jobseekers. In addition, 
within this limited sphere, women are unable to compete on an equal foot-
ing due to several interrelated factors. First, women in the Region con-
tinue to face significant restrictions on mobility and choice. These con-
straints are held in place by legal frameworks, including regulations that 
restrict work and political participation; and by social and cultural norms. 
A second constraint is the poor quality of education and critical skills mis-
matches between what is studied in school, especially for girls, and what 
the private sector demands. Third, employers often perceive women as 
more costly and less productive than men. For their part, women have 
concerns about their reputations and safety in private sector jobs. This 
report focuses on the incentives and constraints generated by the eco-
nomic and institutional structures that prevail in MENA countries.

The economic and political environment arising from the Arab Spring 
has created an unprecedented window of opportunity for change. Given 
the growing labor, demographic, and fiscal constraints, and the changing 
aspirations in the Region, policy reforms urgently are needed to boost job 
creation for all.

For women, these reforms alone will not suffice. Even as jobs are cre-
ated, additional measures will be required to address the myriad con-
straints to women’s participation in the workforce. Targeted, coordinated 
efforts are needed on multiple fronts to increase women’s participation in 
the economic and political spheres, and these efforts must be specific to 
country context. These efforts include changes in policies to secure wom-
en’s equality under the law, to bridge the remaining gender gaps in health 
and education, to redress the skills mismatch in the job market, and to 
promote women’s civic and political participation.

Changes in laws alone will do little if jobs are insufficient, or, as noted 
above, if few women possess the requisite skills that jobs demand. Fur-
thermore, a continuation of policies that increase subsidies, public sector 
pay and benefits, or public sector employment will not help. On the con-
trary, these policies will further distort the incentives for private sector 
job creation and for women to seek work in this sector.

In consultations held across the Region to prepare the report, women 
affirmed their desire to work and highlighted the lack of job opportuni-
ties, reiterating the constraints posed by the legal and regulatory frame-
work and conservative social norms. A recurrent theme in the discussions 
was the role played by laws that govern women’s ability to exercise choice, 
move freely, and access opportunities. These powerful social and political 



sentiments will have important implications for those who seek to govern 
in the next several years. As these issues are being debated and decisions 
taken, MENA has a unique opportunity to improve economic productiv-
ity and social cohesion by enabling women to participate fully in the 
economy and society.

Impressive Achievements in Human Development Have 
Yet to Translate into Commensurate Participation in 
Economic and Political Life

Over the past 4 decades, MENA countries have made impressive strides 
in achieving gender parity in education and health outcomes (figures O.1 
and O.2). Since 1970, countries in the Region have recorded the world’s 
fastest progress in human development (UNDP 2010b). In this period, 5 
MENA countries (Algeria, Morocco, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia) 
were among the top 10 fastest movers. During the same period, the aver-
age growth rates of key indicators—such as female literacy, infant mortal-
ity, and life expectancy—exceeded those of most other developing Re-
gions. MENA as a whole is close to achieving gender parity in primary 
and secondary enrollment rates, comparing favorably to low and middle 
income (LMI) countries worldwide. Maternal mortality in the Region is 
one-half the world average; and in the past decade, fertility rates have 
declined rapidly.

Gender gaps remain in some dimensions of human development—
particularly in school completion rates—and gender differences in educa-
tional specialization remain significant. Nevertheless, most MENA coun-
tries are well on their way to achieve gender parity in key human 
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BOX O.2

Importance of Education for a Girl

“Education is very important because it builds the future. It’s the 
best weapon for a girl these days. Education develops the girl and 
the society as a whole. It also makes the girl able to take a decision. 
And school is the ladder that leads a girl to higher positions in soci-
ety after . . . finishing [university].”

—Young women’s focus group, West Bank farming village,  
Background Assessment for WDR 2012 

(World Bank 2011b, 2012b, forthcoming)
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FIGURE O.1

MENA’s Progress in Female Literacy, 1985–2010

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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FIGURE O.2

MENA’s Progress in Women’s Health and Education,  
1985–2010 (Average Annual Growth Rates in Key Indicators)

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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development indicators (World Bank 2010). Indeed, more girls than boys 
now enroll in tertiary education. This “reverse gender gap” also is evident 
in learning outcomes. Contrary to global patterns, girls in the MENA 
Region outperform boys in mathematics in grade 4. In some MENA 
countries, this trend continues through grade 8 (Fryer and Levitt 2009).

Across the world, higher per capita incomes have been accompanied 
by progress in human development. MENA is no exception. For instance, 
MENA countries have, on average, female life expectancy at birth that is 
9.1 percentage points higher than other non-OECD (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development) countries, a difference ex-
plained primarily by wealth. This correlation between human develop-
ment outcomes and per capita incomes also is evident within MENA. For 
example, just as they have relatively lower per capita incomes, Djibouti 
and the Republic of Yemen have lower human development outcomes 
than the rest of the Region. Progress has been uneven within countries as 
well. For instance, in Upper Egypt, the rate of illiteracy among youth is 
higher than the national average: 17 versus 11 percent. Female youth in 
Upper Egypt have illiteracy rates of 24 percent—twice those of their male 
counterparts and 10 percentage points higher than the national average 
for young women (World Bank 2011a).

Paradoxically, these considerable investments in human capital have 
not yet been matched by increases in women’s economic participation. 
While gaps in economic opportunities for women persist in all countries 
in East Asia and Pacific, Europe and Central Asia, Latin America and 
Caribbean, and Sub-Saharan Africa, more than 50 percent of the women 
aged 15 and above participate in the labor market. In contrast, the cor-
responding figure in MENA is only 25.2 percent. Almost all MENA 
countries have female labor force participation rates below the average 
for lower and middle income (LMI) countries (figure O.3). Not surpris-
ingly, the lowest participation rates are in fragile or conflict-affected 
countries, including Iraq, the Palestinian Territories, and the Republic of 
Yemen, where concerns about women’s safety and mobility clearly are 
more salient. For the Region as a whole, female labor force participation 
has increased slowly: by an average of only 0.17 percentage points annu-
ally over the last 3 decades.

Women across the world, especially young mothers, face difficulties 
balancing work and family life. Similar difficulties affect women in 
MENA. Household responsibilities may be one explanation for the low 
rates of female labor force participation. While the decision to work 
clearly is guided by an individual’s preferences, the high rates of female 
unemployment observed in the Region indicate the influence of impor-
tant constraints to women who do want to work. These constraints also 
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are reflected in MENA’s wide gap between female and male unemploy-
ment rates. Over the last 25 years, this gap doubled from 5.5 percent 
(1985) to more than 10.0 percent (2010). Unemployment rates are espe-
cially high among young people. In many countries in the Region, unem-
ployment rates among young women aged 15–24 approach 50 percent 
(figure O.4), compared to 10–20 percent for males of the same ages.

Furthermore, these high rates of unemployment understate the true 
degree to which women in the Region lack economic opportunities. A 
look at data from Tunisia provides evidence that participation rates are 
lower in regions with higher unemployment, suggesting that many 
women have become discouraged from looking for work, so they are no 
longer are counted in the ranks of the unemployed. This effect appears 
stronger among women with lower levels of education, perhaps because 
tertiary-educated women often are willing to remain unemployed for lon-
ger in the hope of obtaining a public sector job. Moreover, jobs in the 
informal sector may mask significant underemployment and often in-
volve few benefits and limited job security. Such jobs may underutilize the 
skills of educated women who were unsuccessful in securing formal sector 
work. Finally, opportunities for self-employment also are limited. As in 
the rest of the world, women entrepreneurs are a minority in MENA. Of 

FIGURE O.3

Female and Male Labor Force Participation across MENA, 
Ages 15–64

Source: Household surveys (appendixes A and C).

a. Official estimates for national nonimmigrant population.
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the 5,887 firms in 10 MENA countries surveyed by the World Bank be-
tween 2003 and 2010, only 15 percent were female owned.

In the last half-century, many parts of the world have witnessed an 
expansion of female participation in civil society and politics. Neverthe-
less, on average worldwide, women make up less than 20 percent of rep-
resentatives to legislatures. Women in the developing world face com-
mon constraints to political participation. These constraints often include 
stereotypes about their ability as politicians and leaders, norms about the 
appropriateness of women in public office, and limited access to financial 
and social capital. Inclusive political processes and institutions not only 
better represent the preferences of the population as a whole but also tap 
the talents and innate abilities of hitherto underrepresented sections of 
society. In MENA, women remain heavily underrepresented in politics, 
holding approximately only 7 percent of parliamentary seats.

During the last decade, a number of MENA countries have made 
progress in extending women’s rights to vote and to run for political of-
fice. In 2005, women in Kuwait were granted the same political rights as 
men. In other countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), includ-
ing Bahrain, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates, women are being 
appointed or elected to political office (Kelly and Breslin 2010). In Tuni-
sia, women now fill 25 percent of the seats in the new Constituent As-
sembly. In the Palestinian Territories, 5 of 21 cabinet members are 
women, and all major political parties have minimum quotas for women 
in their governing bodies. Iraq and Jordan have introduced electoral quo-
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FIGURE O.4

Gender Gaps in Youth Unemployment Rates, Ages 15–24

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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tas for women in parliamentary and municipal elections (figure O.5). 
Saudi Arabia has granted women the right to vote and run for office, be-
ginning with the next round of municipal elections scheduled for 2015. 
These advances bode well for creating more inclusive and representative 
institutions across the Region.

This report argues that the Region’s conservative gender norms, its 
legal and institutional framework, and the incentives and opportunities 
generated by its economic structure lie at the heart of the puzzle of low 
rates of female participation in politics and the economy. 

The Answer Lies within: MENA’s Gender Norms and 
Economic and Legal Structures Drive Low Rates of 
Women’s Participation in Public Sphere

Education and basic health care have come to be considered as universal 
rights. In contrast, participation in the labor force—looking for work and 
being employed—remains very much influenced by preferences and 
 opportunities. Worldwide, only 50 percent of women participate in the 
labor force, although there is a wide variation across Regions: from 25 
percent in MENA to 65 percent in low-income countries (LICs). As may 
be expected, low-income countries have the highest rates of female par-
ticipation in the workforce: many women have no choice but to work and 
help earn a living. High-income countries, with rates of female labor 

FIGURE O.5

Women in Legislatures (Lower or Single Houses)

Source: IPU 2011.
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force participation of approximately 50 percent, have developed sophisti-
cated systems to bring women into the workplace and help them balance 
their dual roles of work and family. These systems comprise incentives 
and social security, including flexible work hours and generous maternity 
and paternity benefits. The question remains: What explains MENA’s 
very low female participation in the workforce and political life?

It is striking how slowly the global female labor force participation rate 
changed over 30 years (figure O.6). One possible explanation is that 
norms concerning women’s roles outside the home can be slow to change. 
However, over time, they do evolve. For instance, in the United States 
during the 1930s, only 10 percent of married women participated in the 
labor force, and an overwhelming majority of husbands disapproved of 
their wives working. Today, the married female labor force participa- 
tion in the US is upwards of 70 percent, and more than 80 percent  
of husbands approve of their wives working. The subsequent shift in 
norms for married women working in the US evolved over a century and 
through the  creation of opportunities for women to participate in the 
economy.

Indeed, there are examples of countries in which female workforce 
participation has increased substantially fueled by an economic transfor-
mation that pulls women into jobs in an environment that supports their 
ability to exercise choice. During the 1980s, female labor force participa-
tion in Greece, Ireland, and Spain was approximately 30 percent, well 
below the world average. Over the next 3 decades, the participation of 
women in the workforce in these countries increased by 15–20 percent. 
In each of these countries, economic growth created new opportunities 
for women, while the legal and institutional frameworks created flexible 
work options and a conducive work environment for them.
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FIGURE O.6

Female Labor Force Participation, 1980–2009

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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In MENA also, gender norms and the economic and institutional 
framework are important. A burgeoning and dynamic academic literature 
cites the role of these factors in explaining the Region’s relatively low 
rates of female labor force participation. Researchers point to the impor-
tance of (a) religion, (b) the Region’s oil endowment, and (c) patriarchal 
norms as explanatory factors.

Religion unquestionably has played a significant role in the evolution 
of customs, social norms, and laws in MENA. However, attributing gen-
der outcomes to Islam is too simplistic, as there is a great diversity of 
outcomes for women in the Muslim world. This diversity can be attrib-
uted in part to the interpretation of religious law and its interaction with 
local cultures and legal history, factors that vary considerably across 
Muslim countries. These varied interpretations, in turn, have resulted in 
varying norms and regulations governing women’s rights and 
opportunities.

With more than 50 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves concen-
trated in only five MENA countries (the Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates), MENA’s low rates 
of female labor force participation often are attributed to oil. It has been 
argued that the economic structure, social norms, and institutional char-
acteristics of oil-rich economies discourage women from formal sector 
work (Moghadam 2004b). Ross (2008) argues that oil production “re-
duces the number of women in the labor force, which in turn reduces 
their political influence.”1 Oil-rich countries tend to have undiversified 
private sectors characterized by male-dominated employment and large 
public sectors. Consequently, employment opportunities for women of-
ten are highly concentrated in the public sector.

Oil is a significant source of income for some MENA countries and 
undeniably has limited the growth of nonoil sectors. Nevertheless, it is 
notable that many countries in the Region are net oil importers but still 
have rates of female labor force participation as low as those of oil-rich 
MENA countries. In contrast, oil producers outside MENA such as 
 Norway and the Russian Federation have higher rates of female labor 
force participation.

The academic consensus on what explains MENA’s low female labor 
force participation has yet to emerge. This lack of agreement reflects the 
multiplicity of issues at work, their complicated interplay, and the inabil-
ity of any one factor to explain the MENA puzzle. Across the world, 
Region-specific factors such as gender norms, the legal framework, and 
the structure of the economy are important determinants of female labor 
force participation. These Region-specific factors can have a powerful 
influence on the incentives, preferences, opportunities, and ability of 
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women to participate in work and politics. Nowhere is this effect as strong 
as in MENA. Relative to the OECD, and taking into account any role of 
oil and religion, living in MENA powerfully dampens women’s economic 
participation, lowering female labor force participation by 47 percent, or 
by almost half relative to the OECD.

Gender Norms Constrain Women’s Roles outside the Home

Social and cultural norms dictate the “do’s” and “don’t’s” of individual 
everyday conduct (Portes 2011). In many parts of the world, these norms 
reflect elements of a patriarchal society in which women’s primary sphere 
of influence is within the home (Moghadam 2004a), whereas men are the 
breadwinners and decision makers in the political and economic spheres 
(Offenhauer 2005).

Restrictive patriarchal elements are not unique to MENA society. 
Similarly, just as they are across the world, MENA’s norms, although 
relatively more traditional, are changing with time, as education increases, 
opportunities arise, and the demographic balance shifts.

The value placed on women’s role within the household is evident in 
data from five MENA countries: Egypt, Iraq, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Jordan, and Morocco (WVS 2005). In these countries, perceptions 
of women’s roles in the home, education, employment, and politics are 
distinctly more traditional than the global average. Despite these percep-
tions, in these countries, women are more likely than men to disagree 
with statements such as “When jobs are scarce, priority should be given 
to men.” Respondents who are younger and more educated also tend to 
be more supportive of women’s involvement. Nevertheless, compared 
with the rest of the world, MENA citizens overall hold less favorable 
views about women in leadership positions, as business executives, or as 
politicians (chapter 2, figure 2.4).

The qualitative literature on gender in the MENA Region brings to 
life the diverse social and cultural norms that influence women in many 
dimensions of their lives. Focus group research by Miles (2002) reveals 
how gender norms surrounding women’s restricted mobility, household 
care burdens, occupational segregation, and son preference constrain 
women’s economic participation in communities in and around Amman, 
Jordan. Miles reports, for example, how families more often reserve their 
scarce wasta (special connections) to help their educated sons, rather 
than their educated daughters, to secure good jobs. In their report on the 
major challenges related to youth employment in Egypt, Assaud and 
Barsoum (2007) draw on evidence to illustrate the increased occupa-
tional segregation along gender lines since the oil boom (and the damp-



14 Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa

ening effects that segregation has had on female wages). They also il-
lustrate how fears of workplace harassment, especially in smaller 
workplaces, discourage many women from working in less traditional 
jobs (box O.3).

Despite gender norms in the MENA Region, and irrespective of mari-
tal status, women aspire to be employed. In a 2010 World Bank survey of 
Jordanian female community college graduates entering the workforce,2 
92 percent said that they plan to work after graduation, and 76 percent 
reported that they expect to be working full time. These numbers are 
consistent with attitudes reflected in the 2005 World Values Survey in 
which 80 percent of women in Egypt and Jordan disagreed with the state-
ments, “A woman with a full-time job cannot be a good mother” and 

In early 2011 focus group discussions in the 
Palestinian Territories, women and men 
widely agreed that it would be quite un-
likely for a woman to take any kind of work 
requiring a distant commute. They felt that 
the travel would interfere with women’s 
household duties and expose them to risks 
of harassment unless chaperoned. In con-
trast, in the men’s focus group in an urban 
community of the West Bank, a 39-year-
old trader confided how other important 
pressures having to do with men’s main-
taining a dominant status and the low pri-
ority accorded to women’s economic roles 
also may keep women from entering the 
labor force:

“A man can go anywhere to work  
and . . . gets jealous of his sister if she 
goes to a nearby place to work. So how 
do you think it will happen that she 
can go to a faraway place? . . . But the 
man’s responsibilities are different. 

He has to work. Otherwise, he will 
never build his home or get married. 
But for the girl it is different. . . .”

A man from another urban neighborhood 
in the West Bank argued that the lack of 
public safety for women is a troubling con-
sequence of the transition underway in 
gender norms: “Women have just started 
entering society, so the man is still trying to 
maintain his control.” A young men’s group 
from this same neighborhood similarly 
posited that a woman was likely to encoun-
ter ongoing harassment and low wages be-
cause she is “not able to speak up and de-
fend herself because she is weak.” “And, as 
you know,” added a 21-year-old university 
student, “our customs and traditions don’t 
have mercy.”

—Background Assessment for WDR 2012 
(World Bank 2011b, 2012b, 44, 

forthcoming)

BOX O.3

Little Mercy for Working Women
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“Having a full-time job interferes with a woman’s ability to have a good 
life with her husband.”

In environments in which the influence of conservative norms is more 
muted, women are better able to translate their aspirations into reality. 
This is evident in analysis of labor market outcomes for immigrants in 
France and the United States. Labor force participation rates of MENA 
women who immigrate to the United States are much higher than those 
of nonmigrants, and fall by less after marriage. Furthermore, women of 
MENA origin who immigrated to France as youngsters have participa-
tion rates more similar to their male counterparts than do women who 
immigrated as adults. These findings point to the important influence of 
gender norms in explaining low rates of participation in the Region.

Equality under the Law and Its Enforcement Are Critical for 
Women’s Agency

Laws institutionalize social norms and, in turn, reinforce them. When the 
institutional framework formalizes unequal rights for women, the state 
condones male authority over women’s everyday decisions, actions, and 
movements, limiting their choices and participation in society. Almost all 
MENA countries have constitutional clauses that set out the equality of 
citizens, and many have ratified international conventions that affirm gen-
der equality. Nevertheless, laws often differentiate between the sexes, thus 
reinforcing traditional gender roles within the househld and in the wider 
community. Reforms of these laws often have been piecemeal, thus exhib-
iting progress in certain areas but stagnation (or even regression)  
in others.

Legal systems within the Region differ widely and derive from multi-
ple sources: religious law, customary law, colonial legislation (French 
 Napoleonic codes, English common law and statutes), constitutional law, 
international conventions, and Regional treaties.3,4 For instance, citizen-
ship laws in many MENA countries were derived from British and Napo-
leonic codes (Hijab 2002). This plurality also extends to the implementa-
tion and enforcement of laws.

Unequal rights and treatment under the law are not unique to the 
MENA Region. In the US, before 1920, women did not have the right to 
vote; and until the 1930s, married women could travel only on their hus-
bands’ passports. Unequal treatment of women in jobs, pay, and promo-
tion was made illegal in the United States only 20 years after the end of 
World War II. However, in many other countries, inequality under the 
law is still active (box O.4). In Spain, spousal permission continued to be 
a precondition for a wife to work until 1979; and in Switzerland until 
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1984. In MENA, Tunisia repealed spousal permission to work in 1959, 
and Morocco did so in 2004 (box O.5).

In determining women’s participation outside the home, certain as-
pects of the letter, interpretation, and implementation of the law are par-
ticularly salient. Some laws directly affect and limit women’s agency 
within their households. In several MENA countries,5 the legal minimum 
age of marriage for girls is lower than for boys. In some other countries, 
including Saudi Arabia (UNSTAT 2012) and the Republic of Yemen,6 a 
legal minimum marriage age for girls does not exist.7 Delaying marriage 
could improve a woman’s decision making power within her household, 
especially with respect to education, choice of partner, and the decision 
to work. Although some progress has been made to protect women from 
domestic violence in Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco (UN Women 2011), 
implementation remains weak. In many MENA countries, including the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and the Syrian Arab Republic, citizenship laws 
prevent women married to foreign men from accessing welfare and edu-
cational benefits for their children and employment opportunities for 
their husbands. In much of the Region, married women retain control 
over their own separate property but have limited access to property ac-
quired during the marriage.8 If they did not enter the marriage with sig-
nificant personal assets and did not work while married, women could be 
vulnerable if they are divorced or widowed.

Guardianship laws in many countries also restrict women’s mobility 
and occupational choices. These laws require a woman to obtain permis-
sion from her husband or a male relative to obtain a passport, travel out-
side the country, apply for a job, and get married.9 For instance, in Jor-
dan, an unmarried woman over the age of 18 does not need permission to 

In Swaziland, due to the supremacy of cus-
tomary personal law, women are regarded 
as legal minors. Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, 
and the Democratic Republic of Congo all 
follow the French legal tradition. These 
three countries have head of household 
laws and legal restrictions on wives’ ability 
to work based on a 1950s version of the 

French Civil Code (Hallward-Driemeier 
and Hasan 2011). 

In Latin America in the mid-1980s, 
Chile and Peru reformed their laws that re-
quired spousal permission to work. In Eu-
rope, Greece and Switzerland also were 
late reformers and repealed their laws re-
garding permission only in the 1980s.

BOX O.4

MENA Not Unique: Constraints Faced by Women Elsewhere as Well
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apply for a passport, but a married woman of any age requires her hus-
band’s permission. These laws make work and travel more difficult for 
women than for men, and thereby constitute a major barrier to women’s 
full participation in political and economic life. The laws also limit wom-
en’s access to capital for business purposes.

The majority of the MENA economies (10 of 14) included by the 
World Bank Women Business and the Law database have constitutions 
or laws that mandate equal pay for equal work (World Bank 2012b). 
 Nevertheless, even though countries such as Algeria and Egypt have leg-
islation against discrimination in the workplace, in practice, the enforce-
ment of antidiscrimination laws is uneven. Moreover, equal pay provi-
sions are undermined by inequalities in nonwage benefits, such as child 
and family allowances, which usually are paid to the husband (Kelly and 
Breslin 2010). A minority (5 of 14) of the MENA countries covered by 
the Women Business and the Law database have legislation that outlaws 

Tunisia still faces gender disparities in out-
comes. Nevertheless, the country is recog-
nized in the Arab world for its early legal 
reforms that advanced gender equality. 
The first phase of reforms came immedi-
ately at independence in 1956 and was per-
ceived as government driven. The Personal 
Code was overhauled, giving women the 
right to file for divorce, establishing the 
principle of alimony, and enabling married 
women to travel and work without the per-
mission of their husbands. It was women’s 
organizations that played an active role in 
shaping the second wave of reforms in 
1993. The main foci of the campaign were 
discriminatory citizenship laws, which then 
were reformed. The first, top-down phase 
of reform had empowered women, en-
abling them to contest and refine outstand-

ing discriminatory legislation. While it 
may not have achieved all of its objectives, 
the first phase of reform had generated a 
new climate for the second round of debate 
by creating enabling conditions for new 
networks of women to emerge.

The 2004 Morocco family law reform 
followed 2 decades of relentless campaign-
ing by women’s groups. In 1997, the 1957 
version of Mudawana (family code) was 
partially modified regarding polygamy and 
guardianship. However, discriminatory 
provisions remained. Key to the ultimate 
success of the campaign was the political 
support given by King Mohammed VI and 
his predecessors and senior political lead-
ers, and the endorsement of religious lead-
ers who provided theological backing for 
the reforms.

BOX O.5

Political Economy of Reform in Tunisia and Morocco: Momentum for Change

Sources: Bordat and Kouzzi 2004; Charrad 2007; Ennaji 2009; Moghadam and Roudi-Fahimi 2005.
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discrimination in hiring practices (World Bank 2012b). All countries in 
the Region mandate some form of maternity leave, and some countries 
have provisions for childcare to enable married women to re-enter the 
workplace after maternity. Paradoxically, laws that require firms to pay 
for maternity leave and child care facilities also can function as disincen-
tives to hiring women. Meanwhile, pension laws that mandate a retire-
ment age earlier for women than for men effectively reduce the amount 
of pension that a woman receives, and can disincentivize women by limit-
ing their expected career progression.

Globally, labor laws also can limit women’s opportunities. In some 
MENA countries, they do. MENA women are banned from working in 
certain industries that are deemed dangerous, hazardous, or morally 
harmful to their reputation. Women also often are barred from working 
at night, in some cases from as early as 7 p.m. Such provisions originally 
were designed to protect women and are rooted in articles of Interna-
tional Labour Organization conventions. However, in keeping with so-
cial norms regarding segregation, some MENA countries have made 
these provisions more stringent.10 The ultimate effect of such provisions 
is to limit women’s participation in numerous sectors of the economy and 
to limit the flexibility of women’s work arrangements.

Economic Incentives Dampen Participation in the 
Workforce

In addition to social norms and legal restrictions, women’s labor force 
participation is influenced directly by the social contract, based on which 
MENA governments have provided public employment, generous ben-
efits, and subsidies to citizens.11 Over time, governments repeatedly have 
extended these policies to deal with economic shocks and social unrest. In 
the nonoil countries, the heavy involvement of the state via the social 
contract has led to economic distortions and increasing levels of public 
debt. Recognizing these outcomes, over the past 2 decades, some coun-
tries (especially in North Africa) have made efforts to rein in government 
spending and subsidies. However, in the wake of the earlier (2011) Arab 
Spring protests, many governments responded by increasing spending on 
subsidies and public sector wages.

The social contract has boosted public sector employment and com-
pensation at the expense of private sector job creation. On average, the 
public sector in MENA accounts for 45 percent of total employment. 
Public employees are offered higher pay, subsidies, pensions, and rela-
tively more generous working conditions than similarly qualified workers 
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in the private sector (figure O.7). Despite the considerable investments 
that governments have made in education, private sector employers com-
plain that the education system does not equip young graduates with the 
skills that companies need. As a result, returns to education are higher in 
the public sector. These factors have made it more costly for private sec-
tor firms to hire skilled workers, reducing the number of jobs that firms 
can offer. Together with the recent trend of declining public sector jobs 
in the resource-poor countries, the impediments to private sector hiring 
have contributed to the Region’s extremely high rates of unemployment 
among educated youth.

Women’s employment outcomes have been affected by the social con-
tract in three main ways:

•	 Women	tend	to	study	certain	subjects	rather	than	others,	partly	re-
flecting traditional gender ideals and partly hoping to get public sector 
jobs in “female-friendly” fields such as teaching and administration.

•	 The	public–private	pay	gap	is	greater	for	women	than	for	men,	in	part	
because the women working in the public sector have higher average 
levels of education than do the men.

FIGURE O.7

Public Sector Wage Gap: Difference in Average  
Hourly Earnings for Salaried Workers in the Public and  
Private Sectors

Source: Selected household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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•	 Finally,	families	are	offered	a	plethora	of	subsidies	and	benefits,	which	
increase household income levels and thereby decrease the financial 
incentive for women to work. 

In an environment in which public sector employment encompasses 
many aspects of what is perceived as a “good job” in the Region, many 
women see private sector jobs as an inferior substitute. From their point 
of view, private sector employers are hesitant to hire women, who are 
perceived to be less productive and more costly. Discouraged by the lack 
of suitable public sector jobs, the difficulty of finding private employ-
ment, and its relative unattractiveness, many women decide not to enter 
the workforce after graduation. This decision has serious consequences 
for the economy as a whole, because potential productivity gains and eco-
nomic growth are sacrificed by discouraging a large part of the educated 
labor force from working.

Seizing the Window of Opportunity for Reform

The ongoing popular protests and calls for change across the Region re-
flect a shift in aspirations. Young people, including women, are calling  
for a greater role in society and access to better economic opportunities 
(box O.6). Moreover, an unstoppable demographic transition is under-
way, in which people under 30 comprise 60.5 percent of the population 
(figure O.8). The high unemployment rates among this generation de-
spite the increasing levels of education surely contribute to the current 
instability and unrest. Finally, the social contract is no longer fiscally sus-
tainable, especially in the labor-abundant, oil-poor economies of the Re-
gion. Given the growing number of jobseekers and worsening fiscal con-
ditions, governments that once sought to respond to discontent by 
creating public sector jobs cannot continue to do so.

The profound demographic trends in MENA have been influenced 
by, and in turn influence, women’s education and employment decisions. 
Women are staying in school longer, delaying marriage, and bearing 
fewer children. Education opens doors to work opportunities for women, 
the potential to contribute to their households’ welfare, and economic 
empowerment. Along with the strong increase in years of schooling 
among women, fertility rates in the Region have been declining consis-
tently since the late 1980s. While the choice to work depends on indi-
vidual and household preferences and social norms, trends observed in 
countries around the world suggest that, with fewer children and higher 
levels of education, in coming years, more and more MENA women will 
choose to work outside the home. This trend is depicted in figure O.9, 
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which projects the working-age and employed populations of women and 
men through the end of this century. If all those in the working age popu-
lation look for work, the Region will need to create almost 200 million 
more jobs by 2050 to fulfill these aspirations, 75 percent of them for 
women.

As noted above, the traditional response of several MENA govern-
ments has been to absorb growth in the labor force by creating new 
public sector jobs. Given the massive growth of the workforce projected 
over the next 50 years, this no longer is a plausible policy option. Many 
nonoil MENA countries run persistent fiscal deficits so are in no posi-
tion to pay for or subsidize large increases in public employment. Even 
in the oil-rich MENA countries, which are enjoying a revenue boost 
from higher oil prices, government spending and nonoil deficits have 
risen persistently (figure O.10). In Saudi Arabia, the oil price per barrel 

Our demands are somehow similar to 
men[’s], starting with freedom, equal citi-
zenship, and giving women a greater role in 
society . . . Women smell freedom at Change 
Square, where they feel more welcomed 
than ever before. Their fellow [male] free-
dom fighters are showing unconventional 
acceptance [of] their participation and they 
are actually for the first time letting women 
be, and say what they really want.

—Faizah Sulimiani, 29-year-old  
female protest leader, Yemen1

I grew up in a world where we believed we 
could not do anything. Generations be-
lieved we could do nothing, and now, in a 
matter of weeks, we know that we can.

—Mariam Abu Adas, 32, online activist 
who helped create a company to train 

young people to use social media, Jordan2 

We want women from today to begin exer-
cising their rights. Today on the roads is 
just the opening in a long campaign. We 
will not go back.

—Wajeha al-Huwaidar, female  
activist speaking out on a  

campaign to secure women’s  
rights to drive, Saudi Arabia3 

Prior to the revolution, we knew nothing 
about politics. We were ignorant. So how 
would we participate in something we knew 
nothing about?

—Employed female,  
urban Qena, Egypt4

BOX O.6

Women’s Voices on the Arab Spring 

Sources: (1) Rice and others 2011; (2) Slackman 2011; (3) Murphy 2011; (4) World Bank 2011d.
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required to finance government spending rose from $30 in 2005 to $80 
in 2011, illustrating how increases in revenues from higher oil prices are 
not necessarily easing the fiscal situation. Thus, the new jobs required 
will need to come from the private sector, highlighting the importance 

FIGURE O.8

Demographic Transition: MENA’s Male and Female Age 
Structure, 2010 and 2050 
population in millions
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Source: UN DESA 2010.
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FIGURE O.9

Necessity to Create Jobs for Women and Men, 1950–2100 
population in millions

Sources: UN DESA 2010; WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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FIGURE O.10

GCC Primary Nonoil Balance, 2000–11 
percent of nonoil GDP

Sources: IMF 2011.
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of encouraging private sector investment and growth. However, job cre-
ation alone will not guarantee women an equal place in society and eco-
nomic life. New jobs will need to be complemented by reforms to expand 
women’s access to opportunities.
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Opening Doors to Women: Concerted Action Is Needed 
on Multiple Fronts

The analysis in this report points to four broad policy priorities. Depend-
ing on the country context and reform priorities, countries in the Region 
may need to make complementary and coordinated efforts on multiple 
fronts to:

•	 Bridge	the	remaining	gender	gaps	in	health	and	education	and	im-
prove the quality of service delivery.

•	 Foster	women’s	economic	opportunities	by	removing	constraints	 
to participation in the formal labor market and nurturing 
entrepreneurship.

•	 Give	women	greater	voice	and	legal	agency.

•	 Promote	evidence-based	policymaking.	To	this	end,	pilot	programs	
need to be rigorously evaluated. National statistical data also should be 
made publicly available.

The majority of countries in the Region already have made marked 
progress on human development issues: closing gaps in access to health 
care, decreasing mortality rates, and increasing educational attainment. 
Nevertheless, these issues remain challenges for the lower income coun-
tries in MENA, primarily Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen, as well  
as in poorer areas of other MENA countries.

Across the Region, reforms are necessary to create more jobs and make 
women more employable. Given the lack of scope for significant increases 
in public spending, it is critical that governments focus on reforms that 
support economic diversification and private sector investment and 
growth, and boost the employability of the growing class of educated 
young women and men (World Bank 2009). Reforms are needed to re-
move bureaucratic bottlenecks that over-regulate labor markets and limit 
support for entrepreneurship. Finally, reforms to the education system 
are essential to provide young people with the skills demanded by em-
ployers. Having access to the skills wanted by employers is a particular 
problem for tertiary-educated young women, who face some of the high-
est unemployment rates.

Making it easier for women to create and grow their own businesses is 
another important avenue to boost innovation, growth, and employment 
in the Region. Given the challenges that they face in obtaining formal 
private sector wage employment, facilitation of self-owned businesses is 
especially important for women. Nevertheless, despite MENA’s having 
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one of the largest informal sectors in the world, women entrepreneurs 
face significant difficulties relative to men. Foremost among these is ac-
cess to credit, especially since personal laws limit women’s ownership of 
family assets. However, access to credit is not enough.12 Many countries 
are experimenting with “microcredit-plus” models. These models com-
bine credit with training in business skills and measures to facilitate access 
to local and broader markets.

Efforts also are needed to encourage women’s participation in the la-
bor market, and to increase their employability. Strategies to increase 
women’s attractiveness to employers should go hand in hand with policies 
to encourage women to work. For example, evidence from the US Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC) program suggests that tax and benefits sys-
tems can be reformed so that they do not penalize women for choosing to 
work, or penalize firms for employing them. Such reforms have been 
shown to promote women’s labor force participation.13 In addition, poli-
cies such as internships and scholarships can change employers’ attitudes 
toward women workers through practical experience while giving women 
the skills and experience that they require to succeed in the modern work-
place. In Jordan, a recent  pilot, Jordan NOW (New Work Opportunities 
for Women), provides employability skills training and a short-term in-
centive for firms who employ young women. While early results sug-
gested that the incentives for firms increased short-term employment and 
valuable labor market experience, the pilot also revealed that labor market 
regulations limited the sustainability of these results.

Surveys in MENA countries identify the lack of safe, reliable transpor-
tation as a significant constraint on women’s ability to work. Addressing 
this deficiency is relatively inexpensive and could greatly increase the 
work opportunities available to women. In India and Mexico, public buses 
and trains designate spaces reserved for women to safely travel to and 
from work. The private sector also can directly ease mobility constraints 
for women. For example, some Indian firms provide corporate buses to 
take women from their homes directly and safely to the workplace.

More also needs to be done to reform laws and improve implementa-
tion to give women greater freedom of mobility, ensure their safety in the 
workplace, relax restrictive regulations on their employment, and en-
courage entrepreneurial activity. Without such reforms, the impact  
of economic reforms on women’s employment will be limited. While 
some MENA countries, including Algeria, the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Morocco, and Tunisia, generally have advanced women’s agency and 
made reforms to legal systems, the rest of the Region has not yet done so. 
Effective enforcement of the law also is essential. Without enforcement, 
such reforms have little effect in practice.
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A number of steps can be taken to promote women’s participation in 
the legal and political spheres. First, women’s agency can be fostered at 
the grassroots level. Where women have been and are encouraged to 
participate in local community development councils, evidence shows 
that local service delivery improves and perceptions about women as lead-
ers change.

At the national level, there is a need to boost women’s confidence in 
the legal system and their understanding of it. Accomplishment of these 
two objectives could take a top-down form of increased representation of 
women in judiciaries, a bottom-up approach of providing legal aid clinics 
and mobile courts, or both.

In addition, the power of social and traditional media to convey mes-
sages about women cannot be overstated. Initiatives in other countries 
have shown how perceptions of women’s roles and capacities can be 
changed rapidly through dramatizations, social campaigns, and examples 
set by prominent female figures.

Finally, policies are most effective when predicated on evidence. 
 Region-wide, there is a paucity of relevant data on gender issues and evi-
dence on the effectiveness of policies to address them. With the excep-
tions of Djibouti, Iraq, Palestinian Territories, and the Republic of Ye-
men, data access is a major issue. As a result, two additional challenges are 
to identify country-specific gender gaps and to formulate nuanced policy 
interventions. Countries can prioritize investing in learning what works 
within their own social and economic contexts. Rigorously evaluated 
policy pilots can provide invaluable lessons. Apart from recent studies in 
Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia, the MENA Region has a vast 
knowledge gap in this area. Such pilots are essential to ensure that larger 
scale policies are designed and implemented appropriately based on 
learning from rigorous evaluation. Providing public access to data and 
rigorously evaluating projects have become global best practice. The 
MENA Region has much to gain from being part of this process.

Notes

 1. The “natural resource curse” argument, as it often is called, is not new. For 
a review of the current knowledge on the issue, see Frankel 2010. Whether 
and the extent to which “the curse” is relevant for MENA are still subject to 
debate. See, for example, Groh and Rothschild 2011.

 2. As part of the Jordan NOW (New Work Opportunities for Women) pilot.
 3. In the absence of any codified legislation, Article 1 of the Algerian Civil Code 

allows a judge to apply religious and customary law.
 4. The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the 

Rights of Women in Africa (2003) as well as the Arab Charter on Human 
Rights (2004) are examples of Regional treaties.
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 5. Bahrain: 15; the Islamic Republic of Iran: 13; Kuwait: 15; Lebanon: 17 for 
Sunni Muslim and Druze, 14 for Armenian and Syrian Orthodox Churches, 
14 for Catholic; Qatar: 16; West Bank: 15; and Gaza: 17 (UNSTAT Legal 
Age of Marriage) (UNSTAT 2012; UN OHCHR 2008a).

 6. OECD 2012; Yemen Country Profile http://genderindex.org/country/ 
yemen; JICA 2009; Equality Now 2012. There is some ambiguity because 
UNSTAT 2012 gives the minimum age of marriage in the Republic of 
 Yemen as 15 for both boys and girls based on the age of majority.

 7. Prior to reunification in 1990, South Yemen had a minimum marriage age of 
16, and North Yemen had a minimum marriage age of 15. After reunifica-
tion, the legal minimum age of marriage was set at 15 until a 1999 amend-
ment to the Civil Law abolished the minimum age completely.

 8. Mahr is the amount to be paid by the groom to the bride at the time of mar-
riage (nikah); or the marriage may be delayed, according to what is agreed by 
the spouses. The mahr is a gift to the bride to spend as she wishes. In some 
contexts, it does provide some financial security, especially when there is a 
risk of bankruptcy proceedings against the husband. However, this risk does 
not apply to all marriages; and in many cases, the mahr agreed by the parties 
to the marriage is unlikely to be financially equivalent to 50 percent of the 
joint marital assets. 

9. The Islamic Republic of Iran, Oman (married women), Saudi Arabia, and the 
Republic of Yemen require male permission for women to apply for a pass-
port. The Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia also require male per-
mission to travel outside the country.

10. Night work restrictions are based primarily on ILO’s Night Work (Women) 
Convention (C89), rev. 1948.

11. In this report, “social contract” follows the definition in Yousef 2004: “The 
social contract refers generally to an agreement [among] the members of a 
society, or between the governed and the government, defining and limiting 
the rights and duties of each. . . . In MENA countries, the social contract 
encompasses a wider array of factors. . . . Conceptualized not solely as an 
institutionalized bargain among collective actors, it encompasses norms and 
shared expectations for the overall organization of a polity. Accordingly, 
these norms and expectations have significant institutional consequences. 
They define the boundaries of acceptable policy choice, and they affect the 
organization of interests in society, helping to determine who wins and who 
loses in a given political economy.”

12. In Sri Lanka, grants had no effect on women’s incomes, even though women 
did not invest less in their businesses than did men (De Mel and others 2008).

13. Several rigorous studies have found the EITC to have had a large positive 
effect on the labor supply of women. For example, Meyer and Rosenbaum 
2000 found that the employment of single mothers in 1996 was 7 percent 
higher because of the EITC.
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Impressive Achievements in Human Development

Since 1970, countries in the MENA Region have recorded the world’s 
fastest progress in human development (UNDP 2010). Over these 40 
years, 5 MENA countries (Algeria, Morocco, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and 
Tunisia) have been among the top 10 fastest movers. Over that time, the 
growth rates of key indicators such as female literacy rate, infant mortal-
ity, and life expectancy on average exceeded those of most other develop-
ing regions (figures 1.1 and 1.2). Between 1985 and 2010, the Region also 
did well in closing the gender gap in education, as evidenced by the high 
rate of growth in the ratio of female-to-male primary enrollment.

As a result of these advances, the health and education status of women 
in the Region now compares favorably with that of other developing 
countries. MENA’s maternal mortality rate is less than half the low- and 
middle-income countries’ (LMI) average, and female life expectancy is 
nearly four years longer than the LMI average. Primary school enroll-
ment rates for MENA girls are well above the LMI average and close to 
the world average, reflecting the substantial investments over recent de-
cades by MENA governments, communities, and families in their chil-
dren’s health and education.

Little Discrimination between Girls and Boys  
within the Household

Large and persistent gender inequalities at the household level character-
ize many societies worldwide and often have been particularly resilient to 
policy interventions. Yet, it is striking that, in the MENA Region, health 
and education investments at the household level reflect largely equal 
treatment of daughters and sons. This equality is in stark contrast to the 
conditions in East and South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, in which un-
born and newborn girls face lower survival probabilities than elsewhere in 
the world, and women typically obtain much lower levels of education.

Gender Equality in MENA:  
The Facts and the Puzzle
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FIGURE 1.1

MENA’s Progress in Women’s Literacy, 1985–2010

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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MENA’s Progress in Women’s Health and Education,  
1985–2010 (Average Annual Growth Rates in Key Indicators)

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).

Middle East and North Africa South Asia
Europe and Central Asia
East Asia and Pacific

Latin America and Caribbean Sub-Saharan Africa

Female life expectancy Ratio of female to male primary enrollment
–0.2

0

0.8

0.6Pe
rce

nt

0.4

0.2

1.0

1.2

1.4

1.6



Gender Equality in MENA: The Facts and the Puzzle 33

One of the Lowest Rates of Excess Female Mortality in the World

Excess female mortality (a measure of how many fewer women would 
have died each year had they been living in a high-income country) is 
lower in the MENA Region than in other developing Regions, and has 
declined over the last 20 years.1,2 Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen 
have MENA’s highest rates of excess female mortality. MENA’s low rates 
are in stark contrast to those of China, India, and Sub-Saharan Africa 
(figure 1.3). Moreover, the number of girls missing at birth and excess 
female deaths in MENA declined from 80,000 in 1990 to 52,000 in 2008.

Rapid Declines in Maternal Mortality

Between 1990 and 2008, maternal mortality rates in MENA fell by 59 
percent, the largest rate of decline in the world (World Bank 2012). This 
trend reflects the increased investments over those 2 decades in reproduc-
tive health services such as prenatal care, births attended by skilled health 

FIGURE 1.3

Skewed Sex Ratios at Birth and Excess Female Mortality in 
MENA and the Rest of the World, 1990 and 2008  
(Girls Missing at Birth and Excess Female Deaths after Birth, 000s)

Source: Staff calculations based on data from WHO and others 2010 and UN DESA 2009.

Note: Israel and Malta are included in the MENA numbers.
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staff, and contraceptive use. Moreover, within 2 decades, fertility rates in 
MENA almost halved from 5.4 children per woman in 1990 to 2.8 chil-
dren per woman in 2010. The Islamic Republic of Iran and Morocco took 
just 10 and 20 years, respectively, to achieve similar results (World Bank 
2012). It is no surprise, then, that average female life expectancy at birth 
in MENA has risen dramatically from 55 years in 1975 to 73 years in 2010.

More Girls in School Than in Much of the World

MENA’s gender gap in literacy has been declining steadily since 1975, 
and more women in the Region are literate than ever before. This prog-
ress is striking, since in some countries, such as Saudi Arabia, girls were 
granted the right to education only in the 1960s. In fact, girls in MENA 
spend more years in school today than 3 decades ago, and more than girls 
in most other Regions. Between 1980 and 2010, the average years of 
schooling for females aged 15–19 in MENA more than doubled from 3.5 
to 8.1 years—among the fastest increases in the world. Worldwide, it 
took an average of 3 decades for the share of 6- to 12-year-old girls in 
school to increase from 75 to 88 percent. MENA achieved the same in-
crease in 2 decades: from 1990 to 2010.

Virtually No Gender Gaps in Enrollment, and Reverse Gender 
Gaps in University and Mathematics Performance

These increases in the level of schooling are reflected clearly in MENA’s 
female-to-male enrollment ratios, which are close to or above 100 in 
many countries in the Region (figure 1.4). The obvious exceptions to this 
achievement are Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen, in which girls con-
tinue to be disadvantaged. It is striking that, as MENA’s education levels 
increase, the gender balance in education shifts from favoring boys to 
favoring girls. From 1975, the ratio of females to males enrolled in ter-
tiary education in the Region tripled to 112 percent in 2010. In fact, eight 
MENA countries have a “reverse gender gap” in education at the tertiary 
level (figure 1.5). Reverse gender gaps also show up in primary education. 
Contrary to global patterns, girls in the Region outperform boys in math-
ematics in grade 4, and this trend continues in some MENA countries 
through grade 8 (Fryer and Levitt 2009).

MENA’s Positive Human Development Performance Explained 
Largely by Economic Development and Wealth

How much of the successful performance of MENA countries in achiev-
ing gender parity in education and health care can be explained as a natu-
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FIGURE 1.4

Female-to-Male Enrollment Ratios: MENA Countries, 1975–2010

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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More Women Than Men Attend University in Many MENA 
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ral consequence of MENA’s economic development and wealth creation? 
All countries in the Region are either middle- or high-income countries. 
Figure 1.6 confirms the positive correlation between a country’s wealth 
(measured by its per capita gross domestic product in current US$) and 
female life expectancy at birth.

The dominant influence of wealth in explaining human development 
outcomes also is confirmed in regression analysis that controls for the 
influence of common Regional characteristics. Wealth’s dominance is 
true irrespective of the indicator of interest used: female adult literacy; 
gender parity in enrollment in primary, secondary, and tertiary educa-
tion; female life expectancy at birth; female child and adult mortality; and 
maternal mortality (appendix B, table B.1, panels A and B).

These results support the assertion that MENA’s better performance 
in human development compared to other countries is driven almost en-
tirely by differences in wealth. As an illustration, consider female life ex-
pectancy at birth. MENA countries have an average female life expec-
tancy at birth that is 9.1 percent higher than other non-OECD countries. 
The regression results suggest that this difference is driven entirely by the 
fact that, on average, MENA countries are richer. Overall, a 10 percent 
increase in real gross national income (GNI) per capita is associated with 
a 0.82 percent increase in female life expectancy at birth (appendix B, 
table B.1, panel B, columns (1) and (2)]. The relationship between human 
development outcomes and per capita incomes is evident even within 
MENA. Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen, whose per capita incomes 

FIGURE 1.6

Per Capita Wealth Is Positively Related to Female Health 
Outcomes

Source: WDI 2005–09 (World Bank multiple years).
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are lower than those of the rest of the Region, have commensurately 
lower human development outcomes.

Remaining Challenges

While the Region as a whole has made impressive strides in human de-
velopment outcomes for both girls and boys, the countries vary widely in 
outcomes. For example, Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen lag in many 
respects so they need to continue to invest in human development. In 
several countries, female primary and secondary school completion rates 
remain unusually low relative to enrollment rates.3 Moreover, the higher 
the level of education, generally the larger is the gender gap in comple-
tion rates. In the Arab Republic of Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Jordan, Morocco, the Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, and the United 
Arab Emirates, the gender gap in completion is highest for tertiary educa-
tion (WDI 2011 [World Bank multiple years]). For the Region as a whole, 
the overall primary school dropout rate is the second lowest in the world. 
However, this ranking masks wide variation across countries. Girls drop 
out more than boys do, especially in Iraq and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries (which include most of the Region’s oil-pro-
ducing states).

There also are lagging regions within some MENA countries. In 
Egypt as a whole, youth illiteracy is 11 percent, whereas, in Upper Egypt, 
the corresponding rate is 17 percent. Young women in Upper Egypt have 
illiteracy rates of 24 percent, twice the rate of their male counterparts, and 
10 percentage points higher than the national average for young women. 
Among those who are not enrolled in school in Upper Egypt, 45 percent 
of women have no education, compared to 20 percent of men (World 
Bank 2011a).

There is evidence in MENA that, once girls reach puberty, social 
norms regarding their roles and status in society sharply limit their access 
to educational opportunities. Survey data from Iraq (2006–07) illustrates 
that girls cite different reasons from boys for having to drop out of school: 
“it was time to end their education,” “social reasons,” and because the 
“family was no longer interested” in sending them to school (figure 1.7). 
Boys face pressures, too: the inability of the family to “afford their educa-
tion” or because “traveling to school is difficult or unsafe.”4 Qualitative 
research in the Palestinian Territories and the Republic of Yemen (box 
1.1) reveals the importance of gendered social norms in explaining drop-
out behavior for girls. Nevertheless, both girls and boys indicated that 
economic difficulties remain a significant impediment to staying in school.

The quality of education remains a broad challenge across the Region. 
In focus group discussions undertaken as part of a larger study in Upper 
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Egypt, young people frequently cited the poor quality of teachers, over-
crowded schools, and lack of basic supplies in schools (World Bank 
2011a). Poor school facilities, inadequate teacher training, and a lack of 
female teachers may have a disproportionate effect on girls’ completion 
rates. Similarly, the availability of safe and reliable transportation to 
school is an especially important prerequisite for girls’ school attendance 
in MENA countries. 

Another important concern related to women’s education is the pos-
sible mismatch between what is learned in school and what is demanded 
by employers. This problem is common to both young women and men 
but possibly is more severe among women. For example, women tend to 
cluster in certain subjects that are considered more “gender appropriate” 
but may be less sought after in the job market. This clustering, in turn, 
could diminish women’s returns from education and discourage them 
from pursuing further study.

Women’s Participation outside the Home Is Limited

In contrast with investments in access to basic education and health care, 
which have come to be viewed as universal rights, outcomes in the labor 

FIGURE 1.7

Boys and Girls Drop Out of School for Different Reasons: 
Evidence from Iraq, Ages 11–24

Source: Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey 2006–07 (IHSES 2007).
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market and in political life remain very much the result of individual pref-
erence and choice—and of opportunities to participate in economic and 
political life.

Across the world, on average, only one in five legislative representa-
tives is a woman. Only one in two women in the working age population 
is either employed or actively seeking work. Underlying this worldwide 
average of 50 percent female labor force participation is a wide variation 
across Regions from 25 percent in MENA to 65 percent in low-income 
countries (LICs) (figure 1.8). In LICs, the high rates of female participa-
tion in the workforce are partially explained by the compulsion of having 
to work to make ends meet. In the high-income (OECD) countries, the 
development of a sophisticated system of incentives—social security sys-
tems, flexible work options, and maternity and paternity benefits—have 

A large majority of the youth who partici-
pated in the qualitative assessment in the 
Palestinian Territories and the Republic of 
Yemen aspired to attend college.a Neverthe-
less, many of the school-aged children in the 
focus groups no longer were attending 
school. Nearly all who had ended their 
schooling felt that they had had little choice 
in the matter. A young woman from a village 
in the Republic of Yemen explained that, 
once her older sister had married, “There 
was no one else to do the housework.” “It is 
difficult,” stated a young man from the same 
village about his decision to leave school, 
“but what can I do? My father suffers from 
diabetes and he is not able to work, so I work 
instead of him.” Both male and female 
youths mentioned their family’s difficult 
economic circumstances as an important 
reason for stopping their education.

However, large gender differences in 
the reasons for ending education also 

emerged. Female study participants were 
more likely to mention being pulled out of 
school by diverse factors related to gen-
dered social norms. “It was really hard for 
me to drop my education, but after I had 
my first child, my main concern was only 
my children,” shared a young woman resid-
ing in a Gaza refugee camp. Similarly, ado-
lescent girls from an urban Yemeni com-
munity stated that most of their peers will 
not make it to university: “The majority 
finish secondary school and get married.” 

Although less common, in villages vis-
ited in the Republic of Yemen and Palestin-
ian Territories, young women spoke of 
 being unable to attend secondary school 
because there was not a nearby school for 
girls. When asked if free transport to the 
nearest girls school would have made it 
easier for them attend, many girls said yes 
but that their fathers still would have had to 
be convinced to let them go.

BOX 1.1

Education Cut Short

Sources: WDR 2012 Global Qualitative Assessments, Palestinian Territories and Yemen (World Bank 2012a, forthcoming).

a. As part of the global qualitative assessment for the 2012 WDR.
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enabled women to enter the workforce in larger numbers. At the same 
time, this incentive system has helped women balance their dual roles of 
work and family life.

It is striking how slowly these rates of participation changed over the 
30 years from 1980 to 2009. One possible reason could be that gender 
norms about the role of women in the workplace are difficult to change. 
In the 1930s in the United States, only 10 percent of married women 
participated in the labor force. Moreover, an overwhelming majority of 
husbands disapproved of their wives working if the husbands could sup-
port their families. Accompanied by changes in the economic structure 
that created more and flexible work opportunities for women, and changes 
in laws and formal and informal rules about whether and where women 
could work, gender norms also shifted gradually over the course of the 
century. Today, more than 80 percent of husbands in the US approve of 
their wives working, and the married female labor force participation is 
upwards of 70 percent.

There also are examples of countries in which the participation of 
women in the labor force has expanded considerably within a relatively 
short period. Figure 1.9 shows the female labor force participation rates 
for a select group of countries that all started out at levels well below the 
world average. During the 1980s, many of these countries saw little 
change in women’s participation. Since then, Greece, Ireland, and Spain 
have seen rapid increases in female participation fueled by integration in 

FIGURE 1.8

Female Labor Force Participation across Regions, 1980–2009 

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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the euro-zone and the accompanying economic boom. In contrast, de-
spite high rates of economic growth following liberalization in the 1990s, 
India saw almost no change in officially reported statistics. This lack of 
movement arose in part from rapid urbanization and the accompanying 
loss of agricultural and rural employment for women. From 1994 to 2009, 
Turkey’s female labor force participation also trended downward. As the 
country was caught in a transition of rapid urbanization, the observed 
decline in women working was due perhaps to relatively low educational 
attainment for women and falling agricultural employment.

In the instances in which economic growth created new opportunities 
for women, the increase in female participation in the workforce was sup-
ported by accompanying changes in the legal and institutional frame-
work, including flexible work options and the creation of a conducive 
work environment for women (box 1.2).

Women in the Workforce

In recent decades, expanding economic opportunities have pulled large 
shares of women into the formal economy worldwide. In MENA, how-
ever, considerable investments in women’s human capital have not been 
matched by increases in economic participation. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
East Asia and Pacific, Europe and Central Asia, and Latin America and 
Caribbean, more than 50 percent of the female population aged 15 and 
above participates in the labor market. In MENA, the corresponding fig-
ure is only 25.2 percent.

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).

FIGURE 1.9

Female Labor Force Participation Rate, 1980–2009
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BOX 1.2

Transition in Irish Female Labor Force Participation

Over the last 40 years, Ireland has under-
gone a pronounced transition in female la-
bor force participation. This shift can be 
divided into two distinct phases.

First, between the early 1970s and early 
1990s, the total female participation rate 
grew slowly but steadily from the mid-20 
percent range to the mid-40 percent range 
(depending on year and measure used). Al-
though this advance still left participation 
well below EU averages, it showed a sharp 
reorientation of the labor market toward 
female employment. Over those 4 decades, 
the number of women participating grew 
by 50 percent; the number of women em-
ployed grew by 38 percent; and the number 
of men employed fell by 4 percent. 

In the second phase, Ireland experienced 
a dramatic surge in female participation 
from levels well below 1991 EU averages to 
approximately 67 percent today, on par 
with the larger EU economies, although 
still below Scandinavia. The increase was 
particularly pronounced during 1998–
2007, when 300,000 women in Ireland (ap-
proximately 8 percent of the population) 
joined the labor force.

The two phases share some common el-
ements. Most notably, participation has 
grown the most among married women, 
older women, and women with older chil-
dren. By contrast, participation has been 
sluggish for younger women and single 
women (with and without children), and 
married women with young children.

In other respects, the two phases have 
quite different explanatory factors. From 

the 1970s to the early 1990s, the key forces 
were related to Ireland’s overall economic 
transition away from a peripheral and rela-
tively rural economy. The first factor was 
that agriculture was rapidly shrinking as an 
employment source. This decline explains 
the lack of overall growth in male employ-
ment noted above. Second, changing social 
mores toward birth control (which oc-
curred prior to the legalization of contra-
ception) were associated with a steep de-
cline in fertility, which in turn was linked to 
increased participation of married women. 

The third factor was the expanded ac-
cess to secondary education in the mid-
1960s, which reduced the entry of young 
women and men in the labor force. In the 
1970s and 1980s, this reduction was com-
plemented by a similar dynamic in tertiary-
level education. As a result, there were 
strong cohort effects with younger, less 
educated groups leaving the labor market, 
and older educated groups entering later—
an effect that tended to favor women. Fi-
nally, reforms to unemployment benefits 
reduced discrimination against married 
women and increased their incentive to be 
in the labor force.

An element that cut across these four 
change factors was the weakening of the 
“male breadwinner” model. As traditional 
sectors for male employment shrank, atti-
tudes toward female employment changed, 
while emigration had become a less viable 
response to the lack of opportunity at home.

As the strong growth associated with the 
Celtic Tiger accelerated from the mid-

(continued on next page)
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Rates of female labor force participation are low throughout the Re-
gion. Almost all MENA countries have participation rates below the LMI 
average of 51 percent (figure 1.10). Not surprisingly, the lowest participa-
tion rates are in fragile or conflict-affected states such as Iraq, Palestinian 
Territories, and the Republic of Yemen. Within MENA, the women’s 
workforce participation varies widely as well: from 5 percent in the Re-
public of Yemen to 48 percent in the United Arab Emirates. However, 
for the Region as a whole, women’s participation has increased by only 
0.17 percentage points annually over the last 30 years. This stagnation has 
occurred despite the healthy rates of growth of some economies, such as 
Egypt (box 1.3).

Even over the last decade, as MENA women have become increasingly 
better educated, labor force participation rates have increased only mod-
estly. Below the surface, however, the story is more complex. Table 1.1 
illustrates this complexity for Egypt and Tunisia, two countries for which 
detailed survey data are publicly available. In Tunisia, the share of women 
with primary education or lower who are active in the labor force has 
fallen over the last decade. Meanwhile, tertiary-educated Tunisian women 
have become more involved in the labor force. The increasing number of 
women in school may be holding down Tunisia’s participation rate, since 
women in school are counted as inactive. As these women leave school, 

1990s, female participation responded to 
the pull of job opportunities. Between 1998 
and 2008, female employment grew by 55 
percent. In addition to economic growth, 
key factors included a demographic bulge 
in important cohorts for participation (es-
pecially ages 25–34), rising educational at-
tainment, and reforms to the tax and ben-
efit system to reduce disincentives to the 
participation of married women.

An important aspect of the highly elastic 
response of female participation to Ire-
land’s economic boom seems to be the 
pent-up supply created by the earlier struc-
tural changes whose impact initially had 

been repressed by the difficult economic 
circumstances of the 1980s. Thus, the com-
bination of education, attitudes, demogra-
phy, and incentives wrought their full effect 
only when opportunities expanded. None-
theless, Ireland still displays significant 
gender disparities in the labor market, es-
pecially regarding occupational segrega-
tion and nonemployment linked to lack of 
access to childcare. Sixty-three percent of 
women are in only five occupational cate-
gories, while having a pre-school child re-
duces the likelihood of participation by 
nearly 20 percent.

BOX 1.2 Continued

Sources: Russell and others 2009; Walsh 1993, 369–400.
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BOX 1.3

Is Growth the Silver Bullet to Expand Women’s Participation in the  
Workforce? Evidence from Egypt, 1998–2006

From 2000 to 2010, the Egyptian economy 
expanded at an annual rate of nearly 5 per-
cent. Cross-country evidence suggests that, 
in a middle-income developing country 
such as Egypt, this level of growth should be 
accompanied by a marked increase in fe-
male labor force participation rates. How-
ever, in Egypt during this decade, participa-
tion rates did not rise commensurately.

Why? One possible explanation could be 
that that female employment was concen-
trated in relatively low-growth sectors. The 
distribution of the female share in employ-
ment (“female intensity”) across industrial 
sectors in Egypt is very uneven. Almost half 
of all industries have minimal (below 10 per-
cent) female presence. Very few industries 
(including education, health, social work, ag-
riculture, and textiles) have above-average 
female employment intensity. Moreover, the 
pattern of female employment intensity by 
industry remained largely unchanged during 
1998–2006, the years covered by the Egypt 
Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS).

In Egypt, during 1998–2006, overall, 
industry-level gross domestic product and 
employment growth figures show that 
there was no systematic relationship be-
tween industry growth (as measured by to-
tal employment or output) and female em-
ployment intensity. Thus, the decade was a 
period of high growth that was in no way 
biased against sectors that employ women.

The fact that female participation rates 
did not rise despite such economic growth 

in Egypt strongly suggests that growth 
alone is unlikely to be the solution for 
Egypt. The reason is that, in part, many 
female-intensive sectors are small in terms 
in total employment. Another explanation 
could be that women are locked in low-
productivity sectors, with low returns to 
work, causing nonparticipation to appear 
more attractive. However, again, compar-
ing growth across low and high female- 
intensive industries shows that, during 
1998–2006, there was no systematic rela-
tionship between sectoral labor productiv-
ity and female intensity. Furthermore, 
growth in labor productivity was not sys-
tematically different across high and low 
female-intensive industries. This finding 
suggests that if women do face lower re-
turns in the labor market, it is not simply 
because they are locked into a few low- 
productivity sectors. Conversely, female 
participation did not expand in industries 
that were growing rapidly. In fact, during 
this period, most industries saw no change 
in female labor force participation rates.

Combined, these findings highlight the 
importance of moving beyond an approach 
that relies on growth or on sectors or in-
dustries that are seen as being inherently 
more amenable to female employment. In-
stead, what need to be investigated are the 
fundamental constraints that obstruct 
women from finding employment in pri-
vate firms, irrespective of the industry.

Source: World Bank 2010c. Egypt Gender Assessment Update. Washington, DC. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/ 
10986/2192.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2192
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2192
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they likely will increase the participation rates of educated women. In 
contrast, in Egypt, less educated women have increased their participa-
tion, whereas the more educated have decreased theirs. A recent gender 
assessment by the World Bank (2010c) found that the fall in participation 
of more educated women in Egypt may be related to cutbacks in public 
sector employment.

As is the case worldwide, labor force participation estimates also tend 
to underestimate participation in that they do not fully account for infor-
mal employment. In the Region as a whole, women and men are equally 

FIGURE 1.10

Female and Male Labor Force Participation across MENA

Source: Household surveys (appendixes A and C).

a. Official estimates for national nonimmigrant population.
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TABLE 1.1

Female Labor Force Participation Rates by Education 
percent

Tunisia
(all women aged 15+)

Egypt, Arab Rep. 
 (all women aged 15+)

2000 2010 1998 2006

Overall 23.8 24.9 25.6 28.2

By education

 None 14.0 12.5 16.4 22.6

 Primary 24.0 21.2  8.4 10.7

 Secondary 33.6 25.9 35.8 31.1

 Tertiary 54.6 60.1 64.3 59.2

Sources: ELMPS 1998, 2006; Tunisia Labor Force Surveys 2000, 2010.
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likely to hold informal jobs in the private sector. Within the labor force 
as a whole, the relative shares of women and men in informal work vary 
according to the structure of the economy. For example, in countries in 
which agricultural employment constitutes an important share of overall 
employment, as in the Republic of Yemen, women often are employed in 
unpaid, subsistence agriculture. In these countries, women are present  
in the informal sector in high numbers. On the other hand, in countries 
in which the public sector constitutes a large share of employment, 
women—especially educated women—are well represented in the public 
sector. In Egypt, Iraq, and Syria, for example, women’s participation in 
the informal sector is lower relative to men (World Bank 2011a).

Unemployment rates are extremely high in MENA countries. Com-
pared to the averages for LMI countries and the world, MENA has far 
higher unemployment rates, especially for youth and women (figure 
1.11). Young MENA women face unemployment rates of nearly 40 per-
cent. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, for example, young people account 
for approximately 70 percent of the unemployed population (box 1.4). 
Furthermore, over the last 25 years, MENA’s already wide unemploy-
ment gap between women and men doubled from 5.5 percent in 1985 to 
more than 10 percent in 2010.

While it may be argued that preferences for domestic life explain the 
low rates of female labor force participation in MENA, an equally plau-
sible explanation is that women who otherwise want to work find it more 

FIGURE 1.11

Unemployment in MENA and Rest of the World

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).

Note: LMI = Low and middle income.
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difficult than men to find jobs. In the face of high rates of unemployment, 
women are discouraged and may even drop out of the labor force. A look 
at Tunisia’s 2010 Labor Force Survey data supports this hypothesis.5 Fig-
ure 1.12 plots participation and unemployment rates for each of Tunisia’s 
24 governorates in its 7 regions. Participation and unemployment rates 
vary widely across regions but not as much within regions. Furthermore, 
in governorates in which unemployment rates are high, participation 
rates tend to be low. Discouragement thus may understate the severity of 
the disparity in job creation across the country.

The overall figures also mask significant differences among women of 
different education levels. Figure 1.13 plots the same data as does figure 
1.12 but broken down by education level as well as governorate. Women 
with less than primary education face relatively lower unemployment 
rates. Participation rates in this group tend to be low but vary significantly 
across governorates. Although the relationship is not robust, governor-
ates with higher rates of unemployment have very low rates of participa-
tion among this group of women.

BOX 1.4

Being Young and Female in the Islamic Republic of Iran’s Economy

Young women and men are playing an in-
creasingly important role in Iran’s politics. 
Nevertheless, they have fewer opportuni-
ties to participate in economic life than 
their older cohorts. As a result of a baby 
boom in the early years of the Islamic Rev-
olution (roughly 1979–84), the Iranian 
youth cohorts are the largest in the coun-
try’s history. While this demographic 
change can be a positive force for economic 
growth in many countries, in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, this change may be a po-
tential source of social and political insta-
bility. The country’s economy is unable to 
absorb this record-high number of young 
workers. Iranian youth, especially women, 
wait a long time to find their first jobs after 

graduation: the average unemployment du-
ration is 1.25 years for men and 3 years for 
women.

Since the 1980s, Iran’s female labor 
force participation rate has increased in 
parallel with the growing size of the enter-
ing cohorts. At the same time, women’s 
employment prospects have deteriorated. 
Between 1984 and 2007, unemployment 
rates among young women more than dou-
bled, from 16.6 to 37.9 percent, respec-
tively. In 2008, this figure jumped up to 
46.3 percent, twice as high as unemploy-
ment for young men. Young and educated 
women are the worst-off, with college 
graduates facing an unemployment rate of 
a striking 52.6 percent.

Source: Salehi-Isfahani 2011.
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As education levels rise, so does participation. The variation in unem-
ployment rates across governorates is higher for primary- and secondary-
educated women. Nevertheless, the inverse relationship between unem-
ployment and participation remains.

Among women with tertiary education, the situation is profoundly 
 different. Notwithstanding the painfully high unemployment rates that 
Tunisian women face in some areas, participation rates are uniformly 
high across the country. Indeed, participation rates for tertiary-educated 
women are almost identical to those for tertiary-educated men. However, 
the unemployment rate is twice as high for these women. This trend is 
true for many other MENA countries, perhaps because, despite limited 
job opportunities, highly educated women are willing to search longer for 
jobs in the hope of eventually realizing a return on their educational 
investments.

Women in Business

Although female entrepreneurs are a minority everywhere, their share in 
MENA is far lower than in the other middle-income Regions. Of the 

FIGURE 1.12

Tunisia: Unemployment and Participation Rates by 
Governorate for Women Ages 15–64 

Source: Staff calculations based on 2010 Tunisia Labor Force Survey.

Note: Size of each bubble indicates relative size of its population; color of each bubble indicates region.
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5,887 firms in 10 MENA countries surveyed by the World Bank between 
2003 and 2010, only 15 percent were female owned. Although few in 
number, female-owned firms defy commonly held views. The widely held 
perception is that female entrepreneurs in MENA are mainly in the in-
formal or formal microsector (employing fewer than 10 workers) and are 
producing less sophisticated goods and services. In fact, of the female-
owned firms surveyed, only 18 percent had fewer than 10 workers (figure 
1.14). More than 35 percent were medium-to-large firms employing 
more than 50 workers. Moreover, the female-owned firms surveyed were 
as well established as the male-owned firms. On average, female-owned 
firms were 21 years old, whereas male-owned firms were 20 years old. 
Furthermore, women were not owners in name only. In Algeria, Leba-
non, and Syria, at least 50 percent of female-owned firms were managed 
by their owners.

Notably, there are only small differences in labor productivity and 
sales between male- and female-owned firms (Chamlou and others 
2008). An important difference is that female-owned firms hire more 
women (figure 1.15). Women make up approximately 25 percent of the 
workforce in female-owned firms, compared with 21 percent in male-
owned firms. This difference may not seem large, but female-owned 

FIGURE 1.13

Tunisia: Unemployment and Participation Rates by 
Governorate and Education Level, Women Ages 15–64

Source: Staff calculations based on 2010 Tunisia Labor Force Survey.
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firms also employ a larger share of female workers at professional and 
managerial levels. These facts point to these firms’ potentially strong 
role in absorbing the growing female labor force, particularly tertiary-
educated women.

FIGURE 1.14

Distribution of Female-Owned Firms by Firm Size

Source: Business Enterprise Surveys (appendixes A and C).
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FIGURE 1.15

Share of Female Workers by Gender of Owner

Source: Business Enterprise Surveys (appendixes A and C).
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Women in Politics

Finally, throughout the last half-century, the rest of the world witnessed 
an expansion in female participation in civil society and politics. This 
trend has not yet emerged in MENA. Although this figure has increased 
slowly over time, MENA women remain underrepresented in politics, 
holding on average only 7 percent of seats in parliaments.

During the last decade, however, progress was made in extending the 
rights of women to vote and run for political office. Saudi Arabia, until 
recently the only exception, has granted women the right to vote and run 
for office, beginning with the next round of municipal elections sched-
uled for 2015 (box 1.5). In 2005, women in Kuwait were granted the same 
political rights as men. In other GCC countries, including Bahrain, 
Oman, and the United Arab Emirates, women are being appointed or 
elected to political office (Kelly and Breslin 2010). Iraq and Jordan have 
introduced electoral quotas for women in parliamentary and municipal 
elections (figure 1.16).

What Explains the MENA Puzzle?

Despite the great strides in human development, the low levels of partici-
pation of women in the workplace and in political life across the MENA 
Region are a puzzle. What common features, if any, could explain it?

BOX 1.5

Saudi Women Granted Right to Vote and Run for Office

In September 2011, King Abdullah used 
the occasion of the new term of the Shura 
Council (an appointed consultative body) 
to announce that, beginning with the coun-
cil’s next term, women could be appointed 
to it. Although the councils have little for-
mal power, they have an important say over 
the portion of the central budget allocated 
for municipal projects. At the same time, 
the King announced that women could be 
candidates in the municipal council elec-
tions scheduled for 2015 and vote in them.

These announcements were made after 
the preparations for the all-male 2011 mu-
nicipal elections had been completed. The 
announcements left open the possibility 
that women still may need their guardians’ 
permission to run or vote in the 2015 mu-
nicipal elections. However, subsequent in-
terpretation has confirmed the generally 
understood meaning of the announcement 
as giving women autonomy in their deci-
sion to participate in the elections.
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Aside from their ancient, rich common cultural heritage and shared 
history, MENA countries as a group are distinct from the rest of the de-
veloping world in numerous ways. MENA countries have relatively 
higher per capita incomes, relatively traditional gender norms, common 
religious identity for the bulk of the population, legal frameworks that 
share many common features, economic structures that are characterized 
and influenced by dominant public sectors, and the majority share of the 
world’s oil reserves. All of these features—the nature of gender norms, 
the legal framework, and the structure of the economy—powerfully influ-
ence the incentives, preferences, opportunities, and ability of women to 
participate in work and politics, not in MENA only but across the world. 
This report argues that it is this complicated nexus that lies at the heart 
of the MENA puzzle of low rates of female workforce participation.

Notes

1. Following the approach of the World Development Report 2012 (WDR 
2012), these estimates of excess female mortality characterize female disadvan-
tage in health. This methodology was pioneered by Anderson and Ray (2010) 
to construct estimates for (a) girls missing at birth and (b) excess female mor-
tality. For a detailed description of the methodology, refer to chapter 3 of 
WDR 2012 (World Bank 2012).

2. Girls missing at birth are estimated by comparing the sex ratios at birth in 
countries around the world to those in comparable populations in which there 

FIGURE 1.16

Women in Legislatures (Lower or Single Houses)

Source: IPU 2011.
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is relatively no discrimination. Excess female mortality is computed by com-
paring the mortality risks of women relative to men in every country and at 
every age with those seen in developed economies today (WDR 2012, chapter 
3). Based on life tables from the UN and demographic data from United Na-
tions Development Programme (UNDP), the WDR 2012 measure computes 
the annual number of excess female deaths in countries in MENA and other 
Regions at three points in time: 1990, 2000, and 2008.

3. Note that the completion rate is defined as a % of those who are of school 
completion age. For example, the female secondary completion rate is the % 
of females of secondary school completion age who have completed secondary 
school. Thus, the completion rate depends on both the enrollment rate and 
the rate at which those who were enrolled finished school.

4. This response was consistent with the security situation in Iraq at the time of 
the survey.

5. Staff calculations based on 2010 Tunisia Labor Force Survey (Tunisia 2010; 
appendixes A and C).
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Agency, broadly defined, is the capacity and authority to act, and un-
derpins an individual’s ability to shape her own life: freedom of choice, 
expression, and decision making. In the absence of equality in agency, 
gender parity in some dimensions, such as human development, may not 
necessarily translate into equality of opportunity in others. This chapter 
considers some of the Region’s norms about gender and the role of 
women. It then examines the relevant legal frameworks and their roles in 
circumscribing women’s capacities to exercise agency within the house-
hold and participate in the economic and political spheres.

A country’s legal framework outlines the formal space, granting 
women and men rights and defining the rules of the game and the envi-
ronment within which individuals can exercise agency. Norms about the 
roles of women can shape the legislative framework and dampen the en-
forcement of laws. In turn, by formalizing unequal rights for women and 
men, the legal framework can reinforce restrictive gender norms. On the 
other hand, when the community as a whole sanctions those who deviate 
from gender norms and those who do not enforce them, gender norms 
can be resilient even in the face of legal reform because the costs of deviat-
ing from the norms are high.

Norms about the roles of girls and women within and outside the 
household are influenced by multiple factors:

•	 History	and	customs

•	 Prevailing	cultural	and	social	norms	and	the	influence	of	religious	
beliefs

•	 Legal	framework,	which	delineates	the	rights	of	women	and	men

•	 Structure	of	the	economy,	which	is	influenced	by	the	country’s	re-
source endowment and geography and, in turn, shapes the incentives 
and opportunities for women to participate.

Traditional Gender Norms and the  
Legal Framework Limit  

Women’s Agency

55

CHAPTER 2
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There is a burgeoning and dynamic academic literature on the role of 
these factors in explaining the relatively low rates of female labor force 
participation in Middle East and North Africa (MENA).

One strand of this literature argues that the economic structure, social 
norms, and institutions characteristic of oil-rich economies discourage 
women from formal sector work (Moghadam 2004). With more than half 
the world’s proven oil reserves concentrated in only five countries in the 
Region	(the	Islamic	Republic	of	Iran,	Iraq,	Kuwait,	Saudi	Arabia,	and	the	
United Arab Emirates) , MENA’s low female labor force participation 
often is attributed to oil (Moghadam 2003, 2004). Ross (2008), for in-
stance, argues that oil production “reduces the number of women in the 
labor force, which in turn reduces their political influence.”1

Indeed, oil-rich countries tend to have undiversified private sectors, in 
which employment is male dominated, and large public sectors (box 2.2). 
Consequently, employment opportunities for women often are highly 
concentrated in the public sector. Data does support the view that oil sys-
tematically affects countries’ economic structures by dampening growth in 
the demand for female labor. On average globally, an increase in oil re-
serves is associated with lower rates of female labor force participation.

Counter-examples do exist. Oil producers and exporters such as Nor-
way and the Russian Federation have significantly higher rates of female 
labor force participation at 56 and 62 percent, respectively. Conversely, 
the lack of oil does not necessarily mean higher rates of female labor force 
participation. Oil-importing countries within MENA have rates of fe-
male labor force participation on par with their oil-exporting neighbors. 
In fact, MENA countries clearly are outliers. Their labor force participa-
tion rates are well below what would be predicted by their oil reserves or 
their potential demand for female labor.

BOX 2.1

Expressions of Agency

The 2012 World Development Report fo-
cuses on four important expressions of 
women’s lack of agency. They are women’s 
ability to earn and control income and own 
and use resources and assets; their ability to 
make decisions about their movements and 
to move outside their homes; their ability 
to make decisions about family formation 

(when and whom to marry, how many chil-
dren to have and when, and when to leave a 
marriage; and freedom from the risk of vio-
lence including domestic violence); and 
their ability to influence society and policy 
through participation in politics and civic 
associations.
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BOX 2.2

Oil Endowments and the Demand for Female Labor

In all MENA oil-rich countries (except the 
Republic of Yemen), the “manufacturing of 
refined petroleum products” comprises the 
lion’s share of total exports (appendix B, 
table B.2), leaving other sectors with a total 
share of less than 5 percent of exports. 
Worldwide, the fact that employment in 
oil-related industries tends to be male dom-
inated carries significant implications for 
female labor force participation. In MENA 
countries as well, oil-related industries are 
among the most male-biased: 87 percent of 
employees in the “manufacturing of refined 
petroleum products” are male. The gar-
ment and textile industries appear to be 
much more female friendly: 71 percent of 

employment in sectors such as “wearing ap-
parel, except fur apparel” is female. In other 
words, oil-rich countries in MENA gener-
ate less demand for female labor in the pri-
vate sector. Following Do and others 
(2011), a country-level measure of the po-
tential demand for female labor can be con-
structed by calculating the average of fe-
male employment shares across industries, 
weighted by the export share of each indus-
try in a given country.a Figure B2.2a relates 
the extent of oil reserves per capita in a 
country and the estimated potential de-
mand for female labor from exporting firms 
in the manufacturing sector for each coun-
try. The heterogeneity within MENA as a 

(continued on next page)

FIGURE B2.2a

Oil and Export-Driven Demand for Female Labor
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BOX 2.2 Continued

whole is striking. Oil-rich MENA coun-
tries with high per capita oil reserves have 
relatively low, export-driven supplies of 
female-friendly jobs. On the other hand, 
oil-poor MENA countries are generating a 
relatively high female-friendly demand for 
labor (figure B2.2b).
Such	 heterogeneity	 also	matters	 to	 a	

country’s longer term potential to absorb 
female labor. On average across the world, 
an increase of 10 percent in the potential 
demand for female labor leads to an in-
crease in female labor force participation 
by at least 3 percent (Do and others 2011, 

table 7.28). Figure B2.2b plots the increas-
ing potential demand for female labor in 
various Regions over time, driven by the 
growth of export industries. From 1980 to 
2000, the global trend of strong growth in 
the export industry increased the potential 
for female employment. Variations within 
MENA were dramatic on this score as well. 
In the oil-rich MENA countries, these  
female-friendly industrial sectors barely 
have grown at all, whereas, in the nonoil-
exporting MENA countries, the export-
driven potential demand for female labor 
has increased by more than 50 percent.

FIGURE B2.2b

Export-Driven Demand for Female Labor in Various Regions 
over Time, 1980–2000
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Sources: UN COMTRADE 2007; UNIDO 2009; WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).

Note: Female employment shares were computed by taking the average ratio of female to total employ-
ment in a given industry observed in the sample of developed and developing countries. The sample 
comprised Austria, Azerbaijan, Chile, Cyprus, the Arab Republic of Egypt, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, 
Japan, Jordan, the Republic of Korea, Lithuania, Malaysia, Malta, Morocco, New Zealand, the Philippines, 
the Slovak Republic, Thailand, Turkey, and the United Kingdom. Due to data constraints, analysis was re-
stricted to manufacturing industries.

a. Values in 1980 normalized to 1.
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These findings suggest that other important factors explain MENA’s 
low female labor force participation rates. A recent strand of the literature 
points to the importance of historical patriarchal kinship networks, which 
well preceded the discovery of oil in the Region. It is argued that these 
kinship networks, and the cultural norms associated with them, were 
	particularly	strong	in	the	Arabian	Peninsula.	These	networks	and	norms	
are stubbornly persistent and are associated with low present-day female 
 labor force participation (Charrad 2009). Thus, some argue that the un-
derlying cause is the deep cultural history rather than the recently discov-
ered oil, the latter being purely a geographic coincidence. 

Another argument that emphasizes the role of history was put forward 
by Alesina and others (2011). They argue that agricultural heritage, as 
measured by the historical use of the indigenous plough, generated en-
trenched gendered work norms, and therefore explain a significant 
amount of present-day cross-country variation in female labor force par-
ticipation rates. 
Landes	and	Landes	(2001)	and	Inglehart	and	Norris	(2003a,	2003b)	

posit yet another, but related, explanation: Islamic beliefs play a central 
role in lagging female empowerment in the Middle East. Although this 
hypothesis can be tested with data, the most commonly used proxies for 
Islamic beliefs—including percent of Muslims in the population and 
Muslim-majority country—clearly cannot account fully for the wide and 
“important variations among Muslim societies” (Norris 2009).

Religion unquestionably has played a significant role in the evolution 
of	MENA’s	customs,	social	norms,	and	laws.	However,	just	as	in	the	rest	
of the world, within the Muslim world, there is a great diversity of out-
comes for women. This diversity can be attributed in part to the local 
interpretation of religious law and its interaction with local cultures and 
legal history, factors that vary considerably across Muslim countries. In-
deed, as reported in an extensive review undertaken by Offenhauer (2005), 
most current scholarship highlights the wide variation in Muslim wom-
en’s status. The literature typically attributes greater causal importance to 
variations in economic structures and policies among countries, or differ-
ences in preexisting cultural values within a given country. These conclu-
sions also echo the findings of Rauch and Kostyshak (2009). They argue 
that differences between the Arab world and the rest of the world in 
 female economic participation are not due to Islam.

These findings do not mean that religion has not influenced important 
aspects of economic and social life in the Region. Religious norms un-
doubtedly have influenced the legal frameworks of MENA countries. 
However,	the	interpretations	of	religious	laws	across	the	Region	vary	sig-
nificantly. These interpretations manifest in the differing regulations and 
norms regarding women’s rights and opportunities. For instance, a wom-
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an’s ability to inherit land and to directly contract a marriage without a 
male guardian depends on the theological school of thought prevailing in 
the country.2 Even within particular schools of thought, interpretations 
evolve over time. Reforms that have enhanced women’s participation 
have been crafted to suit the existing legal framework and have taken into 
account local customs and norms. For instance, all of the 2004 Moroccan 
family law reforms were achieved in consultation with, and with the en-
dorsement of, the religious institutions.

The lack of consensus in the literature on any one causal factor of the 
low labor force participation of MENA women reflects the multiplicity 
of issues at work, their complicated interplay, and the inability of any of 
these factors to independently explain the MENA puzzle. The complex 
interactions of these factors also are evident in the analysis (figure 2.1). It 
measures the roles of Region-specific factors to explain female labor force 
participation across Regions relative to the OECD. The analysis attempts 
to quantify the role of oil, and religion, two of the primary explanations 
for MENA women’s low participation put forward in the academic 
literature.

This section explores some of the findings. After accounting for the 
average influence of oil reserves and being a Muslim majority nation,  
the	East	Asia	and	Pacific	Region	is	statistically	indistinguishable	from	the	
OECD country average female labor force participation rate of almost 50 

FIGURE 2.1

Change in Female Labor Force Participation (Relative to  
OECD Average) 
(percent) 

Source: Staff calculations based on WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).

Note: S. Asia is statistically significant at the 11 percent level.
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percent.	Sub-Saharan	Africa	has	28	percent	higher	female	labor	force	
	participation	than	the	OECD	average.	Per	capita	oil	reserves	do	not	have,	
on average, any significant impact. In contrast, belonging to a Muslim-
majority country lowers female labor force participation by 14 percent rela-
tive to the OECD. Most important, there is a large unexplained effect as-
sociated with the MENA Region. Just being in MENA lowers female labor 
force participation relative to the OECD by 47 percent, or almost half.

MENA’s singularity also is evident in the following illustrative com-
parison between Egypt and Indonesia. The two countries are strikingly 
similar in oil reserves, degree of export diversification, and potential for 
employing	female	labor	(box	2.3).	However,	Egypt’s	female	labor	force	
participation rate is only half that of Indonesia. Clearly, in these two 
countries, norms and attitudes surrounding women and work differ in 
important ways. Accordingly, there may be specific gender norms, influ-
enced in turn by historical, cultural, social, and economic factors that 
directly affect women’s agency and potentially are far more important in 
explaining the Region’s gender outcomes.

BOX 2.3

Egypt and Indonesia: So Near, Yet So Far

Egypt, Arab Rep. Indonesia

Oil reserves (BBL) 4.30 4.05

Largest export sector Manufacture of refined petroleum  
products (53.25%)

Manufacture of refined petroleum  
products (58.18%)

Second largest export sector Spinning, weaving, and  
finishing textiles (16.94%)

Production, processing, and preservation 
of meat, fish, fruit, vegetables, oils, and 
fats (7.47%)

Third largest export sector Manufacture of wearing apparel 
except fur (3.34%)

Manufacture of products of wood, cork, 
straw, and plaiting materials (4.20%)

HH index of export concentration 0.317 0.351

Female labor need of exports 21.05% 24.50%

GDP per capita PPP (2010) 2,591 3,039

(continued on next page)

Egypt and Indonesia both are Muslim-
majority countries and look very similar in 
their economic structures. Both countries 
have similar levels of oil reserves, and 
their largest manufacturing export sec-

tor is refined petroleum products. Both 
countries have strikingly similar indices 
of export concentration and are almost 
equally likely to hire women in exporting 
firms.
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BOX 2.3 Continued

On the other hand, Egypt and Indonesia 
are very different in other respects. Egypt’s 
female labor force participation is half that 
of Indonesia. One of the reasons that Egypt 
and Indonesia are so different in female la-
bor force participation may be differences 

in norms relating to women and work. Evi-
dence	from	the	2005	World	Values	Survey	
(WVS	2005)	suggests	that	norms	related	to	
women’s roles differ significantly among 
the countries.

FIGURE B2.3b
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FIGURE B2.3a

When Jobs Are Scarce, Men Should Have More Right to a Job Than Women 
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Gender Norms Constrain Women’s Roles  
outside the Home

A woman’s main mission is to raise the kids in the best way possible.  
If she can balance work and home she can work. But the priority is  
always for her home.

––Young	woman,	Rafah	neighborhood,	Gaza	Strip,	 
World Bank 2012, 2011

Social	and	cultural	norms	dictate	the	“do’s	and	don’ts	of	individual	every-
day	conduct”	(Portes	2006).	In	the	MENA	Region,	these	norms	generally	
place high value on women’s role within the home and family and her 
investments in family life. These norms reflect elements of a patriarchal 
society in which women and men are partners in a marriage but with 
separate roles. Women’s primary sphere of influence is perceived to be 
within the home (Moghadam 2004), whereas men are supposed to be the 
breadwinners and decision makers in the public sphere (Offenhauer 
2005). These elements are not unique to MENA society but are perhaps 
more	pronounced	there	than	in	other	Regions.	However,	these	elements	
are changing, as education increases and the demographic balance shifts.

The value placed on women’s roles within the household is evident 
from	data	from	the	2005	World	Values	Surveys.	Based	on	surveys	from	
five countries (Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, Jordan, and 
 Morocco), perceptions of women’s roles in the home, education, employ-
ment, and politics are distinctly more traditional than the global average. 
Nevertheless, women in these countries are more likely than men to dis-
agree with statements such as, “When jobs are scarce, priority should be 
given to men.” Respondents who were more educated and younger also 
tended to be more supportive of women’s involvement in the public 
sphere	(figure	2.2).	However,	while	women	and	men	in	the	Region	gener-
ally hold very similar views, younger and more educated cohorts are less 
supportive of the housewife stereotype.
Survey	evidence	from	Iraq	and	Morocco	shows	that,	irrespective	of	

marital status, women spend vastly more time on household chores and 
child care than do men (figure 2.3). Furthermore, married women spend 
almost twice as much time on these duties as unmarried women. These 
trends are broadly true in the rest of the world but not to such an acute 
degree (World Bank 2012b).

Compared with the rest of world, MENA citizens also hold less favor-
able views about women in leadership positions as business executives or 
as politicians. In MENA, only 25 percent of women and 12 percent of men 
between the ages of 36 and 45 disagreed that men made better business 
executives. The corresponding figures for women and men in the rest of 
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the world are 64 and 53 percent, respectively. The results are equally stark 
for	perceptions	about	women	as	political	leaders	(figure	2.2).	However,	
women and men in MENA share similar views on politics, policy priori-
ties, and attitudes toward governance. The latter finding suggests that the 
gender gap in political participation does not stem from gender differences 
in political preferences but from deep-rooted cultural norms about the 
roles and capacities of women. These norms also are changing: younger 
and better-educated women in MENA seem to express greater confidence 
in women’s ability to contribute in the public sphere.

FIGURE 2.2

Respondents from MENA and around the World Who Disagree 
with the Following Statements about Women, Work, 
Education and Politics

Source: WVS 2005.
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Qualitative literature on gender in the Region highlights the diverse 
social and cultural norms that disadvantage women in many dimensions 
of their lives (box 2.4). Analysis of focus group discussions by Miles (2002) 
reveals how gender norms surrounding women’s restricted mobility, 
household care burdens, occupational segregation, and son preference 
constrain women’s economic participation in communities in and around 
Amman, Jordan. Miles reports, for example, how families more often re-
serve their scarce wasta (special connections) to help their educated sons, 
as opposed to their educated daughters, to secure good jobs. Assaud and 
Barsoum (2007), in their report on the major challenges related to youth 
employment in Egypt, demonstrate the increased occupational segrega-

FIGURE 2.2 Continued

c. When jobs are scarce, priority should be given to men over women
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tion along gender lines since the oil boom (and the dampening effects this 
has had on female wages), and how fears of workplace harassment, espe-
cially in smaller workplaces, discourage many women from working in 
less traditional jobs.

Evolving Norms and Marriage

Despite restrictive gender norms, women do aspire to employment. In a 
2010 World Bank survey of Jordanian female community college gradu-

FIGURE 2.3

In Iraq and Morocco, Women Spend Far More Time Than Men 
on Household Chores and Child Care

Source: Iraq and Morocco Household Surveys (appendixes A and C).
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BOX 2.4

Little Mercy for Working Women: Palestinian Territories

It was widely agreed by women and men in 
focus	group	discussions	in	the	Palestinian	
Territories that it would be quite unlikely 
for a woman to take any kind of work that 
required a distant commute. Travel would 
interfere with women’s household duties 
and expose them to risks of harassment un-
less chaperoned. Yet, in the men’s focus 
group in an urban community of the West 
Bank, a 39-year-old trader confided how 
other important pressures having to do 
with men maintaining a dominant status 
and the low priority accorded to women’s 
economic roles also may be keeping women 
from entering the labor force:

A man can go anywhere to work  
and . . . gets jealous of his sister if she 
goes	to	a	nearby	place	to	work.	So	how	
do you think it will happen that she 
can go to a faraway place? . . . But the 

man’s	responsibilities	are	different.	He	
has to work; otherwise he will never 
build his home or get married. But for 
the girl it is different . . .

Similarly,	 a	man	 from	 another	 urban	
neighborhood of the West Bank argued 
that the lack of public safety for women is a 
troubling consequence of the transition un-
derway in gender norms: “Women have 
just started entering society, so the man is 
still trying to maintain his control.” The 
young men’s group from this same neigh-
borhood similarly posited that a woman 
encounters ongoing harassment and low 
wages because she is “not able to speak up 
and defend herself because she is weak.” 
“And as you know,” added a 21-year-old 
university student, “our customs and tradi-
tions don’t have mercy.”

Source: Palestinian Territories Qualitative Assessment for 2012 WDR (World Bank 2012b, 44, forthcoming).

ates, 92 percent said they planned to work after graduation, and 76 per-
cent said they expected to work full-time.3

These statements are consistent with attitudes reflected in the 2005 
World	Values	Surveys	in	which	80	percent	of	women	in	Egypt	and	Jordan	
disagreed with the statements, “A woman with a full-time job cannot be 
a	good	mother”	or	“Having	a	full-time	job	interferes	with	a	woman’s	abil-
ity to have a good life with her husband.” These views do not change for 
married women (figure 2.4).

A 2011 follow-up survey of the Jordan NOW graduates found sur-
prising results. Although there was no change by marital status in their 
desire to work, employment outcomes were strikingly different. Com-
pared with 21 percent of single women and 14 percent of engaged 
women, only 7 percent of married women reported being employed. 
These results are consistent with labor force participation rates across 
the Region (figure 2.5).
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The “marital-status gap” in labor force participation (relative differ-
ence in labor force participation between married and never-married 
women) ranges from 30 percent in Egypt to 70 percent in Morocco. 
This	same	statistic	is	a	mere	9	percent	in	the	United	States	and	14	per-
cent in France. Thus, even for women who wish to participate in the 

FIGURE 2.5

Labor Force Participation of Women by Marital Status  
(Ages 15–64) 

Source: Household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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Number Who Agree That “Being a Housewife Is Just as 
Fulfilling as Working for Pay” 
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economic sphere and manage both family duties and a job, marital sta-
tus seems to alter their opportunities. One possible explanation for the 
marital-status gap may be that, after a woman’s marriage, social norms 
concerning her role outside the home are enforced more strongly by 
her family and society. Community sanctions can play a strong role in 
enforcing norms (box 2.5).

There is evidence that, in the absence of strong community sanctions, 
women are better able to pursue their employment ambitions and aspira-
tions. Figure 2.6 reveals that not only are labor force participation rates 
among	female	immigrants	from	MENA	to	the	United	States	much	higher	
but also the marital gap is much narrower.

Furthermore, an earlier exposure to an immigrant’s destination coun-
try’s culture is strongly correlated with a narrowing of the marital gap 
(figures	2.7	and	2.8).	In	both	France	and	the	United	States,	there	is	a	
significant difference between the marital gap for women who immi-
grated during their adulthood and second-generation female immigrants. 

BOX 2.5

Community Sanctions and Social Norms: Evidence from the Republic of  
Yemen and the Palestinian Territories

Focus groups conducted in the Republic of 
Yemen	and	Palestinian	Territories	for	the	
2012 WDR brought to life how commu-
nity sanctions play a strong role in main-
taining social norms. According to a young 
man from a small village in the Republic of 
Yemen, “If the woman’s father or husband 
is alive, it is shameful for her to work, and 
the community would see her in a bad way, 
even if she was hundred years old.” 

Women and men across generations 
also expressed deep concerns about women 
being exposed to verbal and physical abuse 
while traveling in public or while working 
in mixed-sex workplaces (box 2.3). The 
consequences of such attacks were harmful 
not only for the victim but also for her fam-

ily’s reputation. “We are afraid for our sis-
ter,” replied a 14-year-old boy from the 
West Bank when asked about the likeli-
hood that a woman could take a job outside 
their urban neighborhood. “Our sister is 
our	honor.”	Similarly,	young	women	from	
an urban community confided that “. . . a 
boy’s reputation can be fixed; a girl’s can’t,” 
to explain why they must confer closely 
with their family about any employment 
decision. These young women added, 
“Most girls would behave immorally if they 
find someone to encourage them.” Expla-
nations such as this shed light on how 
deeply internalized social norms can be and 
how they may be enforced even by those 
who are disadvantaged by them.

Sources: World Bank 2012a, forthcoming.
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In	both	France	and	the	US,	the	marital	gap	for	these	two	group’s de-
creased by more than half.

It may be argued that the changing employment outcomes reflect a 
simple selection bias: women who move away from the MENA Region 
are the same women who would have worked had they stayed in MENA. 
However,	it	is	unlikely	that	selection	bias,	which	would	be	systematically	
evident in different immigrant characteristics, explains much of the story. 
The female labor force participation rates for MENA emigrants do not 
differ dramatically from those of other immigrants to France and the 
United	States.	Moreover	 in	 these	two	countries,	 the	changing	trend	
across generations toward a narrower gap does not differ significantly 
between emigrants from MENA and elsewhere (figures 2.7 and 2.8).

In addition, marital rates for emigrants closely mirror marital rates in 
MENA.	Female	emigrants	from	MENA	who	live	in	the	United	States	are	
as highly educated as their counterparts in the Region, whereas in France 
they are less educated. Thus, the narrowing trend of the marital gap be-
tween	immigrants	to	the	United	States	and	France	suggests	that,	in	an	
environment with job opportunities, greater mobility, and limited social 
sanctions, married women are better able to translate their aspirations 
into reality. This finding points to the important influence of deep-rooted 
social and cultural norms. These norms, in turn, can influence and be 
reinforced by legal constraints to women’s mobility and agency.

FIGURE 2.6

Labor Force Participation of MENA Female Immigrants to the 
United States

Sources: Staff calculations based on 5% US Census in 2000; ACS surveys 2001–09 (US Census Bureau).
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Equality under the Law and Its Enforcement Are Critical 
for Women’s Agency

The role of the law in institutionalizing social norms cannot be underes-
timated. When the institutional framework formalizes unequal rights, 

FIGURE 2.7

Marital Gap in Female Labor Force Participation of Emigrants 
from MENA 

Sources: World Bank staff calculations based on the 5% US Census in 2000 and ACS surveys 2001–09; French 
Enquête emploi en continu 2009.

Emigrated in adulthood Emigrated in childhood Born in country

0.15

0.20

0.25

0.30

0.35

0
United States France

0.05

0.10

Pe
rce

nt

FIGURE 2.8

Marital Gap in Female Labor Force Participation of Emigrants 
from Other Regions

Sources: World Bank staff calculations based on the 5 percent US Census in 2000 and ACS surveys 2001–09; 
French Enquête emploi en continu 2009.
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male authority over the everyday decisions, actions, and movements of 
the female members of the household becomes state condoned, limiting 
women’s choices and participation in society.

Almost all MENA countries have constitutional clauses setting out the 
equality of citizens, and many have ratified international conventions af-
firming gender equality. Nevertheless, laws, including family and per-
sonal, often differentiate between the sexes to reinforce traditional gen-
der roles within the household and in the wider community (box 2.6). 
Family and personal laws not only impact a woman’s role within her 
 family but also can determine her access to property and her ability to 
function	independently.	Labor	and	pension	laws	also	can	limit	women’s	
options. This section outlines some of these constraints and the chal-
lenges facing women in implementing and enforcing their legal rights.

Legal Systems Differ Widely and Derive from Multiple Sources

Legal	constraints	to	women’s	equality	are	not	unique	to	the	MENA	Re-
gion. For instance, spousal permission for a wife to work continued to be 

BOX 2.6

UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination  
against Women

The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) is an international convention 
that was adopted by the UN General As-
sembly in 1979 and came into force in 
1981.	States	ratifying	the	convention	are	
required to enshrine gender equality in 
their domestic legislation, repeal all dis-
criminatory provisions in their laws, and 
enact new provisions to guard against dis-
crimination	against	women.	Since	coming	
into force, CEDAW has become a bench-
mark for a country’s progress on gender 
rights that can be used by its policymakers 
and civil society advocates, and the interna-
tional community. Ratification demon-
strates a member country’s positive com-

mitment to prohibit and eliminate 
discrimination against women and to pro-
mote the progressive implementation of 
the articles of the convention in its domes-
tic legislative framework.

Aside from the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
all countries in MENA have ratified 
CEDAW.1	Libya	 and	Tunisia	 also	have	
ratified	the	Optional	Protocol.	It	enables	
individuals or groups of women to submit 
claims to the CEDAW Committee about 
violations of rights protected under 
CEDAW. The protocol also permits the 
committee to initiate inquiries into serious 
recurring violations in member countries. 
However,	 implementation	of	 the	 laws	

has been a challenge. In some signatory 
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BOX 2.6 Continued

countries, ratification has achieved lim-
ited de facto change. For example, the 
Republic of Yemen ratified CEDAW in 
1984 but, since then, has made little prog-
ress in reforming its family and citizen-
ship laws to conform to the convention. 
Married women in the Republic of Ye-
men still need their spouses’ permission 
to work, and Yemeni men can legally re-
strict their wives’ and daughters’ move-
ments. Until recently, most of the MENA 
signatories also had reservations about 
key articles covering women’s equality 
within the household, such as nationality, 
freedom of mobility, choice of residence, 
and equality in marriage and family life.

Due in large part to international pres-
sure and campaigns by women’s groups, 
some countries have made progress in 
implementing CEDAW and on lifting 
reservations. In May 2009, the Govern-
ment of Jordan declared that it was lifting 
its reservations relating to freedom of 
mobility and choice of residence.2 In 
2008, both Algeria and Egypt officially 
removed their reservations to the 
CEDAW articles on nationality laws, 
which enable mothers married to non-
nationals to pass on their citizenship to 
their children.3 In addition, in 2008, after 
a 14-year campaign by Morocco’s civil so-

ciety	organizations	(CSOs),	Morocco	an-
nounced its intention to lift all reserva-
tions to CEDAW. In August 2011, 
Tunisia’s transitional government ad-
opted a draft decree lifting all reservations 
to	CEDAW.	However,	 the	 decree	 re-
tained a general declaration that Tunisia 
“shall not take any organizational or leg-
islative decision which would conflict 
with the provisions of Chapter 1 of the 
Tunisian Constitution.” Meanwhile, the 
governments of Morocco and Tunisia 
have yet to lodge any official documenta-
tion with the UN related to these changes.

As a number of countries in the Maghreb 
redraft their constitutions over the coming 
few years, it remains to be seen whether 
CEDAW will help secure constitutional 
changes that protect women’s rights. At 
consultation meetings held in Tunis in 
September	2011,	participants	expressed	
concerns that the present ambiguity about 
CEDAW’s status and the effectiveness of 
its implementation could impede future 
reform. In the aftermath of the very recent 
revolutions, sentiment in the Region about 
women’s rights is unclear since much of 
the progress made in the last decade (for 
example, in Egypt and Tunisia) was prom-
inently linked to the former regimes.

Sources:  Association Démocratique des Femmes du Maroc 2009; Kelly and Breslin 2010; Khalife 2011; UN OHCHR 2010; World 
Bank 2004a, 2009b.
Notes:

1. Due to its political status, the Palestinian Territories is not eligible to ratify CEDAW, but the Palestinian Authority’s President 
Mahmoud Abbas symbolically signed CEDAW in 2009.

2. Jordan still has reservations to Article 9.2 relating to nationality; Article 16.1 c relating to financial relief upon divorce; Article 
16.1 d relating to equal rights of parents vis-à-vis their children; and Article 16.1 g relating to right to choose family name, profes-
sion, and occupation.

3. Egypt established a committee of high-level government delegates to study the withdrawal of its reservations. 
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required	in	Spain	until	1979	and	in	Switzerland	until	1984.	In	East	Asia	
and	Pacific,	Indonesia	repealed	the	provision	in	1973.	In	MENA,	Tunisia	
rescinded spousal permission to work as early as 1959 and Morocco as 
recently	as	2004.	In	South	Asia,	Bangladesh	and	Pakistan	never	had	such	
a legal requirement (figure 2.9).

The legal framework and institutions in the MENA Region have 
evolved from a plethora of sources (Gautier 2005): religious law and cus-
tomary law4; colonial legislation (French Napoleonic codes and English 
statutes and common law); constitutional law; international conventions; 
and regional treaties.5 For example, the post-independence Jordanian na-
tionality	laws	were	modeled	on	British	laws,	whereas	the	Lebanese	na-
tionality	laws	were	based	on	the	French	Law	Decree	of	January	15,	1925	
(Hijab	2002).	This	plurality	of	legal	systems	is	not	unique	to	the	MENA	
Region; practically every legal system in the world is legally pluralistic in 
some manner.

Interpretations of religious law vary significantly in the Region—and 
even within countries. Interpretation arises from the theological school of 
thought that prevails within a particular community. For example, the 

FIGURE 2.9

Timeline of Legal Reforms in Selected Countries, 1931–2004

Source: Women’s Legal and Economic Opportunities data supported by UK DFID in partnership with 
 Women, Business and the Law.
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inheritance of land or the need for a guardian’s consent in marriage is 
determined differently across the Maliki and Ja’fari theological schools. 
Lebanon	has	18	state-recognized	religions,	including	different	Muslim	
and Christian denominations. Each of these communities adheres to its 
own set of personal laws.
Plurality	extends	to	the	implementation	and	enforcement	of	laws	as	

well. A range of formal and informal institutions can exist to deal with 
disputes including formal civil and criminal courts, religious courts, and 
mediatory bodies such as informal family councils. Understanding legal 
pluralism is key to bringing about legislative reform in the Region and 
improving the implementation of such change. In Morocco, a survey of 
family courts revealed that 68 percent of women who had suffered from 
domestic violence preferred to resolve matters within the family. The 
women who did use the formal justice system preferred to access the fam-
ily courts and ask for divorces rather than to approach the police and 
bring proceedings in the criminal courts.
Legal	reform	can	take	its	cue	from	shifts	in	social	norms	or,	conversely	

in some cases, it can aim deliberately to bring about major changes in 
these social norms. The initial push for legislative change often comes 
from the urban, educated elite communities and can take time to extend 
to rural communities. Tunisia was an early reformer in the Region and 
embedded transformational changes immediately after independence, re-
moving many vestiges of patriarchal power from its personal code in the 
late 1950s (UN Women 2011). More recently, other countries, such as 
Morocco, have overhauled their codes supported by broad-based consen-
sus building (box 2.7). Although discriminatory legislation remains, a ma-
jor challenge for these countries is the implementation and enforcement 
of the laws.

BOX 2.7

Political Economy of Reform in Tunisia and Morocco: Momentum for Change

Tunisia is hailed throughout the Arab 
world as an early reformer of its laws and 
as a legislative model for gender equality. 
The first phase of reforms came imme-
diately following independence in 1956 
and was seen as government driven. The 

intention was to create a modern sovereign 
state; the driving force was nationalism. 
The first phase of reform empowered 
women and enabled them to contest and 
refine outstanding discriminatory legisla-
tion.	 The	 new	 Personal	 Code	 outlawed	

(continued on next page)
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BOX 2.7 Continued

polygamy, prohibited the husband from 
unilaterally repudiating his wife, and 
allowed women to file for divorce. Divorce 
proceedings had to go before a court, and 
both women and men had equal rights 
to initiate divorce. The code established 
the principle of alimony and improved 
women’s rights to custody (although men 
retained guardianship). A woman could 
contract her own marriage, and marital 
rights over the wife were abolished. Mar-
ried women could travel and work without 
permission from their husbands.

Top-down reforms may not necessarily 
achieve all their intended outcomes within 
all sections of the community, but they can 
generate a new climate for the next level of 
debate. They also can create enabling con-
ditions for new networks of women to 
emerge. Women’s groups had emerged in 
the late 1970s and were firmly established 
in the 1980s and 1990s. One of the first as-
sociations	was	Club	Tahar	al	Haddad,	a	fo-
rum for women professionals, such as aca-
demicians, lawyers, and journalists. Other 
groups emerged, including female sections 
of trade unions, political parties, and infor-
mal networks such as business associations 
and religious groups. In Tunisia’s second 
wave of reforms in 1993, women’s organi-
zations played an active role. The main fo-
cus of the campaign was to reform discrimi-
natory citizenship laws, which prevented a 
woman married to a non-national from 

passing her nationality to her children. 
These laws were successfully reformed.

The Morocco family law reform of 2004 
came after 2 decades of relentless cam-
paigning by women’s groups. The 1957 
version, Mudawana, or Family Code, was 
modified partially in 1993 in relation to po-
lygamy and guardianship, but discrimina-
tory provisions remained. Women’s groups 
mobilized support by organizing discussion 
groups and workshops, lobbying parlia-
ment, and educating the public on the ben-
efits of the reform. Key to the ultimate suc-
cess of the campaign was the political 
support given by King Mohammed VI and 
his predecessors, senior political leaders, 
and religious leaders who provided theo-
logical backing for the changes.

Under the terms of Morocco’s new 2004 
Family Code, the husband and wife are 
jointly responsible for the family; adult 
women are entitled to self-guardianship; 
the right to divorce is granted to both 
women and men and is subject to court su-
pervision; and there can be divorce by mu-
tual consent. The wife can stipulate a ban 
on polygamy in her marriage contract. 
Even in the absence of such a clause, po-
lygamy is subject to judicial approval and in 
effect becomes very difficult. The wife re-
tains custody of her children, even upon 
remarriage in certain cases. Finally, the re-
form raised the minimum marriage age for 
girls from 15 to 18.

Sources: Bordat and Kouzzi 2004; Charrad 2007; Ennaji 2009; Moghadam and Roudi-Fahimi 2005.
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Legal Constraints to Women’s Agency in MENA

Moderator: 
In many countries, laws have been changing to provide  
women with more rights. What new laws of this kind  
are you aware of?

 
Women’s focus group in a village in Yemen: 

We heard of the law limiting marriage.  
We haven’t heard of these laws. 
I don’t have a radio. 

World Bank, forthcoming

For many countries in the Region, reforms have been more piecemeal, 
with progress in certain areas and stagnation (or even regression) in 
 others. In determining women’s participation in the public sphere, cer-
tain aspects of the letter, interpretation, and implementation of the law 
are particularly salient.
Some	of	these	aspects	directly	affect	and	limit	women’s	agency	within	

their households. For example, restricting a woman’s mobility and access 
to capital can profoundly influence her ability to participate outside the 
home and the range of options available to her. These aspects also can 
limit opportunities for her family and investments in her children. 
Women,	Business	and	the	Law	2012:	Removing	Barriers	to	Economic	
Inclusion looks at gender differentiations in legal treatment that impact 
on women’s participation in the economy (World Bank 2011b). These 
differentiations are, in effect, discriminatory laws that constrain women’s 
access to institutions, access to and use of property, ability to get a job, 
incentives to work, ability to build credit, and access to the court system. 
All 14 MENA countries covered in the report have one or more legal 
differential (or discriminatory law) related to women’s accessing institu-
tions or accessing property. Married women in particular can be affected 
by legal constraints that pertain to marriage. Figure 2.10 illustrates the 
high prevalence of some of these constraints in the MENA Region. 

Mobility and choice of work

•	 Legal guardianship and head of household status—A range of 
countries in the Region still retain many laws limiting female mobility 
and autonomy within the household. Fathers and husbands are still the 
legal gatekeepers of women’s and girls’ activities (box 2.8). Applying for a 
passport,6 traveling outside the country,7 working outside the home, and 
deciding to marry all can require male permission.8 The delegation of 
ultimate authority to a male relative can follow a woman throughout her 
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BOX 2.8

The Family Book in Jordan: A Record of Guardianship

In	accordance	with	the	Jordanian	Civil	Sta-
tus	Law	9	(2001),	a	women’s	guardianship	
must be recorded in the family book (daftar 
al-a’ilah). After marriage, the woman is 
transferred to her husband’s family book. 
The daftar is needed for nearly all offi-
cial arrangements, including voting for or 
running for elected office, the registra-
tion of children for schools or universities, 

obtaining civil service jobs, and access to 
social services. Only recently has legislation 
allowed widows and divorcees to start their 
own	 daftar	 books.	 However,	 the	 hold	 of	
guardianship remains. Divorcees and wid-
ows under the age of 40 still are considered 
to be dependent on their guardians; and if 
they refuse that guardianship, they are not 
entitled to any financial maintenance.

Sources: Euromed Gender Equality Programme 2010a; Moghadam and Roudi-Fahimi 2006.

FIGURE 2.10

Most Common Restrictions for Married Women in  
Five Regions 

Source: WBL database (World Bank 2012b).
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whole life, and the legal constraints that pertain to marriage can entrench 
and exacerbate the lack of female autonomy. In the Islamic Republic of 
Iran	and	the	Syrian	Arab	Republic,	a	husband	can	withdraw	financial	sup-
port if his wife goes out to work without his permission. In both coun-
tries, a wife is legally required to obey her husband, in return for which, 
the husband is legally obliged to maintain her. In Qatar, a wife needs her 
husband’s permission to apply for a driver’s license, although she can now 
apply for a passport on her own. In Jordan, an unmarried woman over the 
age of 18 does not need the permission of her guardian to apply for a 
passport,	but,	under	Article	29	of	the	1969	Passports	Law,	a	married	
woman did need the permission of her male guardian or husband. In 
2003,	there	had	been	an	effort	to	amend	the	law	by	the	Interim	Passports	
Act.	However,	the	proposed	amendment	did	not	go	through	the	proper	
constitutional channels so it was not passed by parliament. In June 2012, 
the Jordanian Ministry of Interior declared that a new proposal to amend 
Article	29	of	the	1969	Passports	Law	would	be	presented	to	the	govern-
ment. This proposed legislation is under review (Keilani 2012; Malkawi 
2012). If it is approved, married women will be able to apply for passports 
in	the	same	way	as	do	married	men.	However,	under	the	Personal	Status	
Law,	a	husband	can	still	bar	his	wife	from	leaving	the	country	with	any	
children of the marriage (Kelly and Breslin 2010).

Over half of the MENA countries require the presence of a wali, or 
guardian, to conclude the marriage contract of a woman, whereas there is 
no such requirement for a man (World Bank 2004a). In Algeria, recent 
changes have rendered the guardian’s presence largely symbolic, but it is 
still a condition. Guardianship can extend to areas beyond marriage, and, 
in some countries, a woman’s ability to be recognized legally as head of 
the household can be very limited or nonexistent.
Previously,	all	single	women	in	Kuwait,	including	widows	and	divor-

cees, as well as all women married to non-nationals, were legally ineligible 
for	government	 loans	 for	housing.	Such	 loans	were	offered	only	 to	
	Kuwaiti	males.	In	September	2011,	the	legislation	was	changed	to	allow,	
for the first time, widows, divorcees, women married to non-nationals, 
and unmarried women over the age of 40 to qualify for housing loans.
In	October	2011,	the	state-owned	Kuwaiti	Savings	and	Credit	Bank	

announced that it was accepting public housing loan applications (Kuwait 
News Agency 2011). The measure will open opportunities for many 
 Kuwaiti women. This group is estimated to comprise 27,500 divorcees, 
21,200 widows, 11,000 women married to non-nationals, and 8,600 un-
married women over the age of 40. Married women and single women 
under the age of 40 will continue to be ineligible for the government loan 
schemes, because only their husbands or male guardians qualify.
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Usually, only heads of households are eligible for government welfare 
benefits. In Jordan and Kuwait, only widows or divorcees can be defined 
as female heads of household, excluding, for example, women married to 
unemployed men and deserted wives.
•	 Inequality in the workplace—The majority of countries in the 

MENA Region have laws against discrimination in the workplace and 
legislation mandating equal work for equal pay. In practice, the enforce-
ment of non-discrimination laws is difficult. The equal pay provisions are 
undermined by inequalities in non-wage benefits (which usually are al-
located to the husband). In Algeria and Kuwait, the state supplements 
family incomes for public sector employees with generous subsidies (box 
3.1), but these benefits are paid only to husbands. Women are excluded 
from these subsidies even if only the wife works in the public sector. In 
such a case, the family is deprived of this extra income.

Many women are employed in the informal sector (for example, as 
domestic or agricultural workers) so are not covered by the labor codes. 
This lack of protection leaves them vulnerable to exploitation and unfair 
employment practices. Jordan recently amended its labor code to include 
domestic workers and agricultural workers, thus guaranteeing these 
groups the monthly payment of salaries and minimum wages, sick leave, 
and a maximum 10-hour working day (UN Women 2011).
Sexual	harassment	lawsuits	also	are	difficult	to	pursue	and	are	rarely	an	

option for women, who are afraid of being stigmatized by their communi-
ties. Four countries in the region—Algeria, Iraq, Morocco, and Tunisia—
have legislation sanctioning sexual harassment in the workplace by crimi-
nalizing such behavior and allowing women to prosecute claims in court 
(UN Women 2011). As in many countries, implementation and enforce-
ment of these laws are weak.
•	Maternity and child care provisions––All countries in the MENA 

Region provide for some form of maternity leave, and some countries 
have provisions for childcare. These policies can help married women 
remain in the workplace, or return after pregnancy. On the other hand, 
mandatory provision of maternity leave and child care facilities can disin-
centivize employers to hire women. Employers may avoid providing child 
care by keeping the total number of female employees just below the 
number that triggers the obligation. Jordan recently reformed its social 
insurance law by removing the responsibility for financing maternity 
leave benefits from employers and instead funding these benefits by a 
payroll tax on all workers, male and female.
•	 Restrictions on where and when to work––Labor	laws	can	limit	op-

portunities for women by not allowing their entry into industries that are 
deemed dangerous, hazardous, or morally harmful to their reputations. 
Restrictions on night work also bar women from making their own deci-
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sions as to where and when they work. These restrictions can begin as 
early	as	7	p.m.	Provisions	restricting	night	work	and	working	in	danger-
ous industries ostensibly were designed to protect women and are rooted 
in	articles	of	International	Labour	Organization	conventions	that	have	
been	adopted	internationally.	However,	the	heavy	impact	of	these	provi-
sions is compounded by social norms relating to segregation. The “mor-
ally harmful” clause in these laws gives countries wide discretion to re-
strict women’s entry into certain sectors. Of the 113 countries surveyed 
by the Economist Intelligence Unit, 11 had restrictions on female em-
ployment in jobs that were considered “against women’s morals” (UN 
Women 2011). This clause is particularly prevalent in the MENA Re-
gion.	Egypt,	Kuwait,	Morocco,	Saudi	Arabia,	Syria,	the	United	Arab	
Emirates, and the Republic of Yemen all have labor restrictions on work 
that may be “morally harmful” or could affect women’s social standing. 
The ultimate effect of all of these types of restrictions can be to prevent 
women from participating in substantial sectors of the economy.
•	 Laws that impact on women’s entrepreneurship—Even gender-

neutral business regulations can have differential outcomes on women 
due to their interplay with discriminatory personal laws. Access to finance 
often requires collateral, and collateral requirements for loans typically 
are limited to immovable assets. Requirements for collateral can bar 
women entrepreneurs, who own less land than men due to cultural norms 
and face legal constraints on ownership of household property. Women 
are	more	likely	to	own	movable	assets,	such	as	jewelry.	However,	these	
assets rarely are acceptable as collateral for business loans. Furthermore, 
if their past borrowing has been on a small scale, their lack of credit his-
tory may affect female small business owners who wish to expand their 
businesses. Access to finance is critical to the future growth of a business. 
Reform in this area should identify and target constraints that specifically 
affect	women	(Simavi	and	others	2010; IFC 2011b).

Agency within the home and financial vulnerability 

•	 Inadequate minimum age of marriage—In several MENA coun-
tries, the legal minimum age of marriage is lower for girls9 than for boys. 
Some	countries	have	no	legal	minimum	age	(UNHCR	2008).	Delaying	
marriage potentially can improve a woman’s decision-making power 
within the household by enabling her to satisfy her aspirations for educa-
tion and choice of work, and be more mature when she chooses her part-
ner (Jensen and Thornton 2003, 9–19).
Some	countries	have	reformed	their	laws	to	raise	the	minimum	age	of	

marriage. In Algeria, as a result of 2005 amendments to the Family Code, 
the minimum age is now 19 for both girls and boys. Jordan raised the 
minimum	age	for	both	sexes	to	18.	However,	the	law	still	allows	judges	to	
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permit	the	marriages	of	girls	aged	15–18.	Syria	differentiates	the	marriage	
age	for	girls	and	boys	as	16	and	18,	respectively.	However,	a	judge	can	
authorize the marriage of girls as young as 13 and boys as young as 15, if 
either the father or grandfather, acting as wali, consents; and the parties 
appear physically capable; and there is fear for the girl’s “morals and repu-
tation.”	In	Syria,	an	estimated	3.4	percent	of	women	marry	before	age	15,	
with even higher figures in some governorates (5.2 percent in Dara’a) 
(Euromed	Gender	Equality	Programme	2010b).	In	Bahrain	and	the	Is-
lamic Republic of Iran, legislation set the minimum age of marriage for 
girls at 15 (2007) and 13 (2002), respectively, with the possibility of girls 
being married at even earlier age with the court’s permission.10 These 
laws fall far below the general recommendations of the CEDAW Com-
mittee regarding the interpretation of Article 16 of the CEDAW Con-
vention, which relates to setting a minimum age of marriage.11

•	 Protection against domestic violence––The ability to leave a mar-
riage or to seek some other form of protection becomes even more im-
portant when a woman is being subjected to domestic violence. Egypt, 
Jordan, and Morocco have made some legislative progress is this area 
(UN Women 2011). Implementation of these domestic violence laws of-
ten is a problem, because in MENA, as in other Regions, women are re-
luctant to pursue claims. In Jordan, “honor killings” and the light sen-
tences handed out to male perpetrators have been highlighted by recent 
ongoing	reforms.	Under	the	1960	Jordanian	Penal	Code,	killings	carried	
out in a “fit of rage” attracted a maximum prison sentence of only 2 years. 
In 2009, to deal with honor crimes, the Jordanian government restruc-
tured its legal system to create special courts that could impose longer 
prison sentences. Recent cases have seen sentences of 10 years being 
given to some perpetrators (Kelly and Breslin 2010).
•	 Citizenship laws––In multiple countries—including the Islamic Re-

public	of	Iran,	Jordan,	Kuwait,	Lebanon,	Oman,	Saudi	Arabia,	Syria,	and	
the United Arab Emirates—women cannot pass on citizenship to their 
children or non-national spouses in the same way as men (World Bank 
2011b). These discriminatory citizenship laws prevent women from ac-
cessing welfare and educational benefits for their children, alter the in-
heritance rights of their families, and limit employment opportunities for 
their husbands. In several countries, NGOs and civil society organiza-
tions	have	lobbied	to	change	these	laws.	Since	1996,	Tunisia	has	allowed	
women married to foreign husbands to pass on nationality to their chil-
dren and, in certain circumstances, to their husbands. This law was fur-
ther amended in 2010 to give unequivocal rights of citizenship to the 
child, removing the father’s veto power, which had remained under ear-
lier	amendments.	Similarly,	Algeria	and	Iraq	have	reformed	their	laws	
(Van Wass 2010). Egypt and Morocco have changed their laws to allow 
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such women to pass on their nationality to their children just as men can 
do, but not to their husbands (World Bank 2011b).
In	January	2012,	the	government	of	Saudi	Arabia	announced	new	

measures to deal with anomalies regarding citizenship through natural-
ization.	Stories	in	the	media	had	highlighted	cases	of	children	who	were	
effectively	stateless	due	to	the	application	of	the	previous	Saudi	rules	
combined with other countries’ rules about naturalization or dual citizen-
ship. Anomalies were particularly severe in cases of divorce. In general, 
citizenship	is	transferred	only	through	a	Saudi	father.	Under	the	new	
rules,	children	of	Saudi	women	who	are	married	to	non-nationals	can	
have their children considered for citizenship by the Directorate of 
 Naturalization branch of the Ministry of Civil Affairs under certain con-
ditions,	one	of	which	is	to	have	two	generations	of	Saudi	citizenship	on	
their	father’s	side	(Saudi	Gazette	2012).	Even	though	the	criteria	differ	
depending on whether the applicant is a son or daughter, the new rules 
have opened up potential avenues for citizenship for children of such 
marriages.
•	 Limited access to marital property––The most common form of 

property ownership within the MENA Region is a separate property re-
gime, in which the each spouse retains control over only the personal 
assets that s/he owned before, and acquired during the course of, the 
marriage. This regime limits women’s ability to borrow for business pur-
poses, since communal assets cannot be used as collateral for loans. If the 
wife does not enter the marriage with significant personal assets and does 
not work during the course of the marriage, her personal wealth may be 
very limited. This lack of assets leaves her vulnerable in the event of di-
vorce or the death of her husband. Within the separate property regime, 
this situation can be averted if a wife’s nonmonetary contribution (look-
ing after children and the welfare of the family) is recognized in the event 
of a divorce. In this spirit, in 1992, the Islamic Republic of Iran reformed 
its Civil Code to provide women with monetary compensation for their 
past domestic work if their husbands divorce them without cause.12

Some	countries	provide	the	option	of	a	community	of	property	re-
gime. This regime, which applies only to monogamous marriages,13 stip-
ulates that all property acquired during the course of a marriage is jointly 
owned.14 On divorce or the death of her husband, a woman automatically 
is entitled to 50 percent of the property or estate. Algeria, Morocco, and 
Tunisia allow spouses to opt into such a regime. By making it the default 
option, as is the case in Indonesia and Turkey, more women would have 
access to this regime without facing the difficult and possibly confronta-
tional task of explicitly demanding it. On the other hand, if a woman is 
independently wealthy and/or is likely to earn a substantial income dur-
ing the course of the marriage, she should consider opting for a separate 
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property regime. If her husband is likely to face bankruptcy proceedings, 
a separate property regime also may be more advantageous to the wife. 
All polygamous marriages are subject to a separate property regime.
•	 Lack of exit options in marriage––A woman’s ability to leave a mar-

riage often is more restricted than her husband’s. In general, she must 
establish that she falls under one or more of a limited set of categories 
(that can be difficult to prove), whereas a man is free to divorce without 
any such grounds. Women can stipulate a unilateral right to divorce 
(isma) in their marriage contracts, but, in practice, social pressure means 
that divorce based on this right is rarely carried out. Reforms in Egypt 
have opened the doors to unilateral no-fault divorces (khula) for women, 
but on the condition that the wife forfeits all financial entitlements and 
returns the dowry. Although khula can fast-track notoriously slow di-
vorce proceedings, they place women in precarious financial positions 
and thus often are considered a rich woman’s law. Custody laws also de-
termine the level of maintenance that a divorced woman receives. Major 
reforms to this effect have been passed in Morocco and Tunisia, where 
the law now asserts equal rights of divorce and provides for financial relief 
in the case of unilateral divorce requested by the woman.

Implementation of the Law and Access to Justice

Moderator: Do you see any changes in recent years because  
of the gender laws? What has changed? 

Yes it has changed because of these laws. If one calls a certain 
number because of violence, they put the husband in prison 
and take him to court. 

—Woman,	village,	Gaza	Strip

We are illiterate. We don’t know what’s going on. We don’t 
know what you are talking about.

—Village woman, Yemen

Nothing has changed. A woman was and still is ruled by the 
parents and husband. What’s new is that now she gets  
educated and works.

—Female youth, urban neighborhood, the West Bank

Sources: World Bank 2012a, forthcoming.

Even if beneficial laws exist on the books, in the Region, implementation 
of	the	laws	can	be	a	major	challenge.	Lack	of	capacity	and	resources	in	the	
justice sector, lack of transparency and gender biases within the judicial 
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system, costs of legal services, geographic location of courts and legal 
services, lack of awareness of rights, and lack of access to legal representa-
tion	can	affect	both	women	and	men.	However,	women	can	be	impacted	
disproportionately. They may face social stigma and hostility, and have 
added time constraints in pursuing claims. A lack of awareness of rights 
exacerbated by literacy issues, particularly for women in low-income rural 
areas, can compound the difficulties.

Women are stigmatized and afraid to pursue claims against family 
members,	especially	in	matters	of	inheritance.	A	2005	study	in	Syria	car-
ried out by local institutions in cooperation with United Nations Devel-
opment Fund for Women (UNIFEM) showed that approximately 20 
percent of women in rural areas and 15 percent of women in urban areas 
did not receive their share of inheritance, even under the law (UNIFEM 
2005). The Jordanian government instigated a new strategy to improve 
enforcement of inheritance rights. Under the provisions of a new provi-
sional	Personal	Status	Law	of	2010,	the	property	of	the	deceased	must	be	
registered immediately in the name of the female relative. Moreover, Ar-
ticle 319 mandates a 3-month waiting period, starting from the deceased’s 
date of death, during which a woman cannot waive her inheritance rights. 
The waiting period temporarily alleviates the social pressure put on 
women	by	relatives	to	waive	these	rights	(Husseini	2010).
Lack	of	confidence	in	the	legal	system	also	prevails,	especially	when	

the judicial system is seen as biased against women. In Egypt, it takes 
 female business owners on average 32 weeks longer than their male coun-
terparts to resolve disputes (Chamlou and others 2008). Enforcement of 
judgments remains a problem. In the Tangier family courts in Morocco, 
20,000 judgments are handed out each year, but there is only one bailiff 
to help enforce orders. Therefore, few orders are effective (UN Women 
2011). As Morocco moves forward after its recent reforms, implementa-
tion and enforcement of the law are the next steps. The success of the 
reforms will depend on capacity building within, and sensitization of, the 
judiciary; the successful operation of the new family courts; awareness 
building around the new laws; and broader and greater access to legal 
services.
Lack	of	female	participation	in	the	judicial	process	is	another	issue.	

Some	countries,	such	as	Algeria	and	Tunisia,	were	early	pioneers	in	en-
couraging women to become lawyers and judges. In Algeria, 38 percent 
of	the	magistrates	are	female.	Similarly,	some	countries	including	Egypt	
and Jordan initiated strategies to increase their number of female judges. 
In 2006, Jordan launched an initiative to bring more women into the 
 judiciary. In 2010, the country had 48 women judges, representing 7 per-
cent of all judges—still a relatively low number but an improvement over 
earlier	statistics	(Euromed	Gender	Equality	Programme	2010a).	
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Women work in the higher echelons of the judiciary in several MENA 
countries. In 2003, the first female lawyer was appointed to the Egyptian 
High	Constitutional	Court.	 In	2004,	 the	 first	 female	Constitutional	
Court	Judge	was	appointed	in	Bahrain.	In	2007,	a	woman	became	Presi-
dent	of	the	Military	Court	in	Lebanon.	Khadija	Abeba	sits	as	the	Presi-
dent	of	the	Supreme	Court	in	Djibouti.	According	to	the	2011	UN	re-
port,	Progress	of	 the	World’s	Women:	In	Pursuit	of	 Justice,	 female	
participation in the Region’s judiciary and legal prosecution services is 
approximately on par with global levels. It is significantly higher than in 
the	South	Asia	Region	and	marginally	higher	than	in	the	East	Asia	and	
Pacific	Region	(UN	Women	2011).	

Other countries have just started to open up the legal profession to 
women.	The	Islamic	Republic	of	Iran	and	Saudi	Arabia	legally	prohibit	
women	from	becoming	judges.	Although	Saudi	Arabia’s	prohibition	ex-
tends to female lawyers, in 2008 the country’s first cohort of women grad-
uated from law school. These women cannot practice law, but the govern-
ment has allowed them to work as legal assistants to female clients in court 
(World Bank 2009b). Until recently, Kuwaiti women had been prohibited 
from becoming judges or public prosecutors, although the legal basis for 
this prohibition was unclear. In 2010, an administrative court ruled against 
a female law graduate who had challenged an advertisement offering the 
post of public prosecutor to male candidates on the basis that the constitu-
tion	precluded	females	from	holding	prosecutorial	positions	(Human	
Rights	Watch	2011).	However,	in	July	2011,	a	Supreme	Council	judge	
clarified that women could be appointed to the judiciary and be appointed 
as public prosecutors and that these appointments were in line with the 
constitution and the law (The Arab Times 2011).

The lack of female participation also extends to other judicial bodies, 
such as land registries and marriage registries, and to enforcement agen-
cies such as the police (which can be a restricted sector under labor laws). 
In 2008, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates appointed the first two 
female	marriage	registrars	in	the	Region	(Al	Sherbini	2008).	In	2007,	
Syria’s	Grand	Mufti	declared	that	female	graduates	of	Islamic	law	col-
leges were being trained to become muftis to counsel women on religious 
matters.	In	2009,	two	women	were	appointed	as	Shari’a	court	judges	in	
the West Bank, breaking a long-standing tradition of appointing only 
male religious court judges in the Region.15

The constitutions of the majority of countries in the Region enshrine 
the principles of gender equality and nondiscrimination. In reality, these 
constitutional guarantees often are undermined by conflicting and dis-
criminatory laws. Individuals and women’s groups around the world have 
successfully used test cases to challenge the constitutionality of such laws. 
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A 1994 landmark case in Botswana challenged the country’s laws prevent-
ing a woman married to a non-national from passing her citizenship on 
to her children.16 The Botswana Court of Appeal ruled that the law was 
discriminatory and therefore unconstitutional. Ongoing pressure from 
women’s groups has led the government to review and reform other dis-
criminatory	laws	(Hallward-Driemeier	and	Hasan	2012).

In 2009, women’s groups in Kuwait supported a case before the Con-
stitutional Court of a woman who complained that her husband had pre-
vented her from leaving the country. In a landmark ruling, the court over-
turned	the	1962	Passport	Law,	which	required	a	husband’s	signature	on	
his wife’s passport application. It found the law unconstitutional because 
it conflicted with provisions guaranteeing freedom and gender equality 
(Marinero 2009). In another 2009 decision, the Constitutional Court 
ruled that female members of the Kuwaiti National Assembly did not 
have to wear headscarves, because this law denied them their constitu-
tional guarantees of personal freedom (McKee 2009).

Notes

 1. The “natural resource curse” argument, which highlights the adverse effects 
that large revenues coming from its resource endowment can have on a 
country’s economic development, is not new. For a review of the current 
knowledge on the issue, see Frankel 2010. Whether and the extent to which 
it	is	relevant	for	MENA	are	still	subject	to	debate.	See	Groh	and	Rothschild	
2012.

 2. The MENA Region is home to five major Islamic schools of thought:  
Hanifi	Arab/Middle	East,	Maliki/North	Africa,	Shafi/Southern	Arabia,	
Hanbali/Saudi	Arabia,	and	Ja’fari/Iran.	

 3. The Bank conducted the survey for the Jordan NOW (New Work Oppor-
tunities for Women) pilot.

 4. In the absence of any codified legislation, Article 1 of the Algerian Civil Code 
allows a judge to apply religious and customary law (Kelly and Breslin 2010).

	 5.	 The	Protocol	to	the	African	Charter	on	Human	Rights	and	the	Rights	of	
Women	in	Africa,	and	the	Arab	Charter	on	Human	Rights	2004	are	exam-
ples of regional treaties.

 6. Applies to married women in Algeria, Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Kuwait, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, the Republic of Yemen, and both 
married	and	unmarried	women	in	Saudi	Arabia	(World	Bank	2011b).	Tech-
nically,	Jordan	still	has	restrictions	for	married	women.	However,	an	amend-
ment to lift these restrictions has been proposed and is being reviewed by the 
government.

	 7.	 The	Islamic	Republic	of	Iran	and	Saudi	Arabia	require	male	permission.
	 8.	 In	both	Syria	and	the	Islamic	Republic	of	Iran,	the	wife	owes	the	husband	a	

general duty of obedience under the family law in return for spousal financial 
maintenance.
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	 9.	 Bahrain	15,	the	Islamic	Republic	of	Iran	13,	Kuwait	15,	Lebanon	(Sunni	
Muslim	and	Druze	17,	Armenian	and	Syrian	Orthodox	Churches	14,	Catho-
lic 14), Qatar 16, West Bank 15, and Gaza 17.

10. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, with parental permission and the approval of 
the “Righteous Court,” girls can be married at the age of 9.

11. Recommendation number 21 of the 13th session of the CEDAW Commit-
tee of 1994 recommended a minimum age of marriage of at least 18 for both 
sexes. Article 1 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a 
child as a person below the age of 18 unless the laws of a particular country 
set the age for adulthood as older.

12. Additionally, the mahr, to which the wife usually is entitled on divorce has 
been	inflation-indexed	so	that	it	maintains	its	real	value	(COHRE	2006).

13. In polygamous marriages, the only option for each wife is a separate prop-
erty regime.

14. Apart from gifts or inheritance specifically designated to one spouse, or 
property clearly intended to be under sole ownership.

15.	 The	only	other	country	to	have	appointed	female	judges	to	the	Shari’a	courts	
is Malaysia, in 2010, following a fatwa authorizing the appointments in 2005 
(Worldwide Religious News 2009).

16. Attorney General of Botswana v. Unity Dow (Appeal Court 1994).
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In addition to social norms and legal restrictions, women’s labor force 
participation is influenced directly by the social contract to which govern-
ments in the MENA Region have adhered since the 1960s. This report 
uses “social contract” following the definition in the 2004 World Bank 
report, “Unlocking the Employment Potential in the Middle East and 
North Africa: Toward a New Social Contract” (World Bank 2004):

The social contract refers generally to an agreement [among] the 
members of a society, or between the governed and the govern-
ment, defining and limiting the rights and duties of each. . . . In 
MENA countries, the social contract encompasses a wider array of 
factors. . . . Conceptualized not solely as an institutionalized bargain 
among collective actors, it encompasses norms and shared expecta-
tions for the overall organization of a polity. . . . Accordingly, these 
norms and expectations have significant institutional consequences. 
They define the boundaries of acceptable policy choice, and they 
affect the organization of interests in society, helping to determine 
who wins and who loses in a given political economy. 

In exchange for their support, governments in the Region provided peo-
ple with employment (in the civil service and state-owned enterprises), 
and supported family life with generous benefits and subsidies on food, 
fuel, and consumer goods. Social protection and state ownership were 
common, and the state was present in all aspects of life. To deal with 
economic shocks and limit social unrest, governments repeatedly ex-
panded public sector employment and added more benefits and subsidies. 
This expansion in jobs and benefits was particularly the case in states with 
large hydrocarbon endowments (Yousef 2004), but the nonoil-producing 
countries adopted similar policies. These policies resulted in large public 
sectors; heavily distorted labor, capital, and product markets; and, in the 
case of nonoil states, high levels of public debt.

Economic Incentives Dampen  
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In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the social contract became increas-
ingly strained, particularly in the nonoil-producing countries. As world 
food and fuel prices rose to unprecedented levels, the subsidy bill became 
fiscally unsustainable. Faced with increasing social and financial pres-
sures, some governments embarked on economic reforms. Morocco and 
Tunisia began as early as the 1970s, and the Arab Republic of Egypt made 
significant progress during the last decade. Nevertheless, their reforms 
have not fully removed distortions in their economies, and private sector 
growth continues to be hampered by many institutional and regulatory 
constraints. The public sector still dominates in most MENA economies, 
and hiring in the public sector is still used to combat unemployment.

Public investment under the social contract substantially improved the 
level of human development and quality of infrastructure in the Region 
(Birks and Sinclair 1980). The expansion of the public sector created 
many jobs, especially for the well educated. Although women have ben-
efited directly from these advances, welfare-state-induced market distor-
tions have impeded women’s participation in the public sphere in a num-
ber of ways. First, the high level of public sector employment has distorted 
the labor market by attracting the brightest MENA youth at rates of pay 
that the private sector cannot match. Second, generous subsidies and 
family benefits certainly have helped reduce vulnerability and poverty, 
but also have worked to reinforce a vision of women as homemakers and 
discouraged them from entering the labor market.

Extensive Public Sector Employment with  
Generous Compensation

Even today, public sector employment accounts for a significant share of 
overall employment in MENA countries, and is high relative to other 
regions of the world. However, important differences exist within the 
MENA Region (figure 3.1). In the oil-producing (GCC) countries, public 
sector employment accounts for as much as 80 percent of overall employ-
ment of national citizens (Qatar and the United Arab Emirates). In con-
trast, in the Mediterranean countries, the share of public sector employ-
ment is as low as 10 percent (Morocco).

A unique feature of the GCC countries is that they permit large-scale 
in-migration of foreign labor. Since public sector jobs often are reserved 
for citizens, the labor markets are almost totally segmented: nationals 
work in public sector positions, and foreign workers occupy most private 
sector positions. The high rates of compensation offered to nationals in 
the public sector are too high for many private sector firms to compete 
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for their labor. Without the public sector option, primarily foreigners are 
employed in the private sector, usually at lower rates of pay.

The average public sector wage bill relative to GDP and relative to 
total government spending in MENA is the highest in the developing 
world (figure 3.2). Here also, countries in the Region vary significantly. 
For instance, while, in 2008, Jordan’s wage bill amounted to nearly 18 
percent of GDP, Kuwait’s was only 6.5 percent of GDP. Conversely,  
in the same year, the wage bill made up 47 percent of total spending in 
Morocco but only 23 percent of total spending in Egypt.

Public sector jobs are substantially better remunerated than private 
sector jobs. Figure 3.3 shows the public sector wage gap in monetary 
earnings for four countries in the Region. The differences in pay rates, 
especially for women, between the public and private sectors are striking. 
A part of these differences reflect the nature of the jobs in each sector. On 
average, the public sector requires higher levels of education and employs 
more workers in urban areas than does the private sector. Nonetheless, 
even after controlling for differences in education and other characteris-
tics, public sector jobs are more lucrative than those in the private sector. 
The gaps increase with the level of education. Since women tend to have 
higher levels of education, their wage gaps are greater than those of men. 
Partly as a result, in most MENA countries, women are attracted to pub-
lic sector jobs to a greater extent than are men (figure 3.4).

FIGURE 3.1

Public Employment as a Share of Total Employment

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys and official statistics (appendixes A and C).

a. Official estimates of national populations in GCC countries.
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FIGURE 3.3

Public Sector Wage Gap: Difference in Average Hourly 
Earnings for Salaried Workers in Public and Private Sectors

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys (appendixes A and C).

FIGURE 3.2

Public Sector Wage Bill as a Percent of GDP and Total 
Expenditure, 2008

Source: IMF ca. 2008.

Note: Where data are available, they refer to general government spending; otherwise, central government 
spending is used.
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Furthermore, nonmonetary benefits are much higher in the public sec-
tor. These benefits include social security, health insurance, greater job 
security, and paid sick leave (figure 3.5). Once these factors are taken into 
account, it is no surprise that educated young people, especially women, 
are attracted to the public sector (figure 3.6). In Jordan, more than 80 
percent of women working in salaried public sector jobs have post- 
secondary education; the corresponding share for salaried private sector 
jobs is 60 percent. The higher public sector benefits have economy-wide 
effects on productivity and growth because they distort the market incen-
tives to efficiently allocate skills to their most productive use.

Public sector jobs are distinctly better compensated than equivalent 
private sector positions, particularly for the highly educated. However, as 
young people graduate from high school and university, the creation of 
new positions in the public sector has not kept pace. As a result of the 
compensation gap, many young people are prepared to remain unem-
ployed in the hope of eventually finding a job in the public sector, leading 
to a phenomenon called “wait unemployment.” This pattern is partly 
responsible for the extremely high unemployment rates in MENA coun-
tries, rates that are most pronounced among youth and more educated 
individuals, particularly women (figure 3.7).

A recent World Bank study in Upper Egypt highlights the importance 
of government jobs as the main form of socially acceptable employment, 
especially for women. Young men and women alike aspire to government 

FIGURE 3.4

Public Sector Employment as Share of Total Employment

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys and official statistics (appendixes A and C).

a. Excludes non-nationals.

10080604020

11
8

43
58

44
34

58
32

37
27

24
20

26
19

82
84

78
87

45
29

76
80

63
40

0

Morocco

Yemen Rep.

Egypt, Arab Rep.

Jordan
Iraq

West  Bank

Bahraina
Kuwaita
Omana

Djibouti

United Arab Emiratesa

Qatara

Percent

Women Men



98 Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa

jobs as the ideal. Young women perceive these jobs as being “acceptable,” 
from their own and from society’s perspective, because of the compatibil-
ity of working hours with housework and the employment security. It is 
no surprise that 45 percent of employed women in Upper Egypt and 54 
percent of employed Egyptian women work in the public sector (World 
Bank 2011b).

FIGURE 3.5

Incidence of Job Benefits in Public and Private Sectors
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Generous Subsidies Encourage Women to Stay at Home

Beyond public sector jobs, an important component of the social contract 
is the extensive system of direct and indirect subsidies (figure 3.8). These 
transfers have substantially lowered the cost of living—but at a high fiscal 
cost. For instance, in Algeria, Egypt, Kuwait, and the Republic of Yemen, 
consumer subsidies equal more than 5 percent of GDP. In Kuwait,  energy 

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys and official statistics (appendixes A and C).

c. Contracts

FIGURE 3.5 Continued
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FIGURE 3.6

Share of Workers with Post-Secondary Education

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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FIGURE 3.7

Female Unemployment Rates by Education Level

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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subsidies account for 20 percent of government spending. Similarly, in 
Saudi Arabia, energy subsidies add approximately 25 percent to on- 
budget spending.1 

In the Region as a whole, government spending on subsidies accounts 
for at least US$50 billion. Even these estimates do not fully capture the 
complexity and scale of the subsidies. For instance, in the resource-rich 
countries, high implicit subsidies that do not appear in the budget are 
incurred by selling domestic oil to consumers at below-market prices.  
In Iraq, in 2009, indirect fuel subsidies were estimated at 1.5 percent of 
GDP (US$1 billion).

The generous transfers and subsidies in the MENA Region directly 
affect the labor force participation decisions of women. By increasing all 
households’ income levels before women take up outside work, subsidies 

FIGURE 3.8

Subsidies as a Share of GDP, 2009

Source: IMF and World Bank Staff calculations 2009.

Note: Lebanon: No food or gas subsidies. Data refer to subsidies of the electricity company, a fraction of 
which can be considered consumer subsidies. Syria: For 2009, IMF estimates an implicit energy subsidy of 
4.9 percent of GDP (6.2 percent compensatory measures - 1.3 percent implicit prices subsidy). Data re-
ported are mostly food subsidies (1.4 percent comes from the Price Stabilization Fund, or PSF, which sub-
sidizes mainly bread and sugar). There also were substantial agricultural producer subsidies administered 
via domestic prices for wheat, sugar beets, and cotton. Iraq: Direct fuel subsidies were zero. Data reported 
basically were food subsidies under the Public Distribution System (Source: IMF). IMF estimates 2009 indi-
rect fuel subsidies at approx. 1.5 percent of GDP. Kuwait: Data refer to the explicit subsidy number as cal-
culated by the IMF for 2006–07 and are the last detailed estimate. When many implicit subsidies are 
counted, Kuwait’s total subsidy estimate is 32 percent of GDP. A great part of these subsidies were in social 
security expenses for that year. Benchmark figure used to add both implicit and explicit subsidies is 20 
percent of GDP.
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decrease women’s incentive to work. Furthermore, in some GCC coun-
tries, government family allowances are paid only to men, further widen-
ing the gap in compensation between men and women and again discour-
aging women from working. Kuwait’s allowances are extremely generous 
and exacerbate the pay gap between men and women (box 3.1).

BOX 3.1

Making Allowances: Civil Service Pay Structure in Kuwait

The differential between public and pri-
vate sector pay rates in MENA countries 
is explained partially by the prolifera-
tion of additional allowances paid to pub-
lic employees. A number of factors are 
involved. They include the implementa-
tion of social welfare policies via the public 
sector pay system and the desire of fiscally 
strained governments to avoid commit-
ments through pensionable pay as opposed 
to add-ons and bonuses—even though the 
latter become de facto commitments in 
their own right. 

These allowances have major effects on 
the overall pay structure. For example, a 
study of Egypt found that, in 2008, the 
lower bound entry salary for a civil servant 
at basic grade was LE35 per month. How-
ever, after adding a series of bonuses and 
incentives, the entry salary could reach 
LE289 per month (Abdelhamid and El 
Baradei 2010). Among the GCC countries, 
Kuwait’s complex civil service pay structure 
typifies this situation. Over and above base 
salaries, public sector employees receive 
numerous allowances, including job allow-
ances and supplements for being married 
(“social increment”) and for having chil-
dren (“child increment”). Besides the gen-
eral distortion to incentives, these allow-
ances have a gender impact. Conditional on 
having a public sector job, these transfers, 

like subsidies, function as unearned income 
and tend to reduce household labor force 
participation, particularly by women. 
Moreover, these allowances increase with 
seniority so their fiscal cost is rising rapidly. 
Between 2005 and 2008, the government’s 
average outlay on public sector salaries and 
benefits grew 13 percent per annum.

Because of the “reverse gender gap” in 
tertiary education, women throughout the 
GCC enter employment later than men 
and often retire earlier. For example, Ku-
wait’s public retirement system allows 
women with children to retire on at least at 
65 percent of salary after 15 years. Thus, 
despite the influx of well-educated women 
into public employment, the overall salary 
progression in the system favors men, who 
are in the system long enough to benefit 
from seniority and skill development, and 
hold the various family-status-based allow-
ances. Interestingly, the pay gap between 
women and men may distort the way that 
higher education is rewarded. Because 
women’s overall pay is lower, the net pre-
mium they receive for higher education is 
more significant as part of their total com-
pensation than that received by men. This 
relatively higher net premium may explain 
in part why female enrollment rates in ter-
tiary education are almost double those of 
males in some GCC countries. If women 

(continued on next page)
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BOX 3.1 Continued

had not completed their tertiary education, 
the usual gender gap in pay would have de-
terred them from taking the jobs in the first 
place. Correspondingly, young men have 
an incentive to enter the system with sec-
ondary or vocational qualifications only 
and rely on seniority for growth in pay over 

time. The perverse result for the GCC is 
that well-educated women leave the system 
just as their mid-career productivity poten-
tial would be deepening, whereas less edu-
cated men spend substantial time in low-
skilled positions or in catch-up training 
programs.

BOX 3.2

Why Are Young Women in Saudi Arabia Signing Up for  
Unemployment Benefits? 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has imple-
mented a new unemployment assistance 
scheme, known as Hafiz (Job Seekers’ Bur-
sary), which formally began operations at 
the beginning of 2012. Policymakers faced 
the challenge of getting the scheme up and 
running quickly in a context in which the 
system of transfers and taxes is basic com-
pared to other high-income countries. Con-
sequently, the identification of beneficiaries 
was not straightforward. As with all unem-
ployment assistance programs, policymak-
ers needed to trade off the impact of the new 
benefits on job search efforts with the desire 
to help the jobless meet basic needs.

The design of the program reflects the 
fact that it is one of a range of labor market 
reforms. On its own, it is not intended to be 
a comprehensive solution to labor market 
challenges. The program provides a 
monthly payment of SR2,000 (US$534) to 

eligible participants. To limit the appeal of 
the program as a jobs substitute, the dura-
tion of payments is one year. The Hafiz is 
larger than other allowances that are made 
for low-income households and, in fact, 
compares favorably with the lower end of 
the wage range for Saudi nationals. How-
ever, according to the Saudi Arabian 2006–
07 household income and expenditure sur-
vey, the average monthly expenditure of 
Saudi households, excluding financial ser-
vices, is approximately SR10,000—sub-
stantially higher than the Hafiz payment. 
Thus, the program is not able—nor is it 
intended—to provide sufficient support to 
an unemployed head-of-household who is 
the main provider. 

The Hafiz was announced and refined 
during 2011, and received 2 million appli-
cations. Of these, 700,000 people met the 
basic eligibility criteria, 70 percent of whom 

(continued on next page)

In Saudi Arabia, a recently launched  unemployment benefit scheme 
has attracted large numbers of women. Indeed, this benefit has sparked 
a debate about whether it reflects large latent unemployment or further 
subsidization of women at home (box 3.2).



104 Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa

BOX 3.2 Continued

were women. However, before payments 
can begin, participants must supply addi-
tional data. Age criteria are set at 20–35 
years, and applicants may not have any form 
of employment (including part-time) or be 
in receipt of other allowances (such as “so-
cial security” programs for low-income 
households). University graduates must 
have been out of school for at least 6 
months.

Debate about the program in the Saudi 
media (including social media) has been 
vigorous. One major topic is whether the 
high participation of women in the pro-
gram indicates huge latent unemployment, 
or reflects a pool of women who were sure 
of their stay-at-home status but wished to 
capitalize on the allowance. In addition, the 
upper age limit has highlighted the prob-
lem of the long-term unemployed. The 
available statistics indicate that the group of 
unemployed over 35 years old is relatively 
small. However, among this group are tens 
of thousands of women with teaching qual-
ifications who have never found full-time 
jobs. Reacting to the view that a previous 
batch of such jobs (52,000) had been insuf-
ficient to meet the scale of the problem, in 
2011, the Ministry of Education announced 
a large new batch of 28,000 positions for 
female applicants.

Finally, there has been anecdotal evi-
dence that, despite the time-bound nature 
of the benefits and their relatively low 
amount, just the prospect of the program 
induced would-be participants to quit low-
paying and/or part-time jobs. The govern-
ment introduced a special allowance for 
private security jobs, which were seen as 
particularly vulnerable to this phenome-
non. More recently, media reports have 

indicated that some Saudi nationals who 
had registered as having sponsored mi-
grants or as having small enterprises also 
sought to enroll in the program. Such per-
verse effects illustrate the complex role of 
non-labor income in the Saudi labor mar-
ket, which in turn is linked to the participa-
tion rate of Saudi women.

In tandem with the implementation of 
the Hafiz, the government heightened the 
emphasis on creating jobs for Saudi nation-
als. Regarding jobs for women, new jobs 
must be created within the parameters of 
the Saudi social system. In practical terms, 
the system presents the challenges of trans-
portation for women to and from their 
jobs, and workplace design to ensure segre-
gation from unrelated men. For the latter 
reason, jobs in education are a natural op-
tion, since the education system itself is 
segregated. However, female employees in 
the education system still face the challenge 
of transport. As a result, such jobs often are 
restricted to local residents. King Abdullah 
waived this requirement for the education 
jobs that were filled during the summer of 
2011. However, the general challenge of 
transport remains significant and imposes 
an additional expense on households with 
females in the labor force. For private sec-
tor jobs, the government launched a high-
profile effort to make retail positions in 
lingerie shops women-only. Previously, 
these jobs could be held only by men. This 
uncomfortable situation had resulted in 
highly critical comments from female cus-
tomers and drawn considerable attention 
from overseas media. 

Of course, as more retail sector jobs 
open to women, they will face the same 
constraints.
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Given the benefits paid to married households and those with chil-
dren, the nonmonetary costs of labor force participation are even higher 
for married women, especially mothers. It is no surprise that, after con-
trolling for education and other individual characteristics, the probability 
that a woman will participate in the labor market is lower if she is married 
(figure 3.9 and appendix B, table B.4).

State Regulation and Intervention in the Market

Across MENA, the state plays a central role in the market. Recent enter-
prise surveys conducted by the World Bank in the Region show that the 
top concerns for businesses relate to the rule of law and how it is applied, 
including informal and anticompetitive practices, collateral issues, and 
property rights. In several of these countries, corruption is cited as one  
of the top five constraints. Regulatory constraints (labor, licensing, tax 
administration, regulatory policy) also are major issues. To boost private 
sector growth and encourage job creation, MENA governments will need 
to address the lack of clear, predictable, and well-enforced “rules of the 
game” for market activity. To a significant extent, the appropriate policies 
seem to be there on paper, but the problem arises from their unequal, 
differential, and preferential application (World Bank 2009).

Most MENA states have reduced the flexibility of the labor market 
through the regulation of pay and job termination regulations. In the 

FIGURE 3.9

Labor Force Participation and Marriage: Marginal Effects 
Relative to Single Women

Source: Own calculations based on household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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Islamic Republic of Iran, private sector pay scales are based on schooling 
and set by the government, and employers bear the burden of proof in 
laying off low-productivity workers (Salehi-Isfahani 1999, 2000, 2002). 
Egypt uses a similar system of pay scales linked to education and man-
dates that employers and employees go through a system of compulsory 
arbitration (Assaad 1997; Said 2001; Salehi-Isfahani 2005). These rela-
tively strict regulations on firing employees are in place in many MENA 
countries and extend to notification and approval by a third party before 
a worker can be dismissed, several weeks of notice period to employees, 
and a couple of weeks of severance pay (IFC 2011a). Although, on aver-
age, these costs to employers are not out of line with the rest of the de-
veloping world, they are particularly high in some MENA countries. For 
example, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Yemen require 
an average of 23 weeks of severance pay, and Egypt an average of 27 
weeks. Moreover mandatory paid annual leave in MENA is among the 
most generous in the world. Djibouti, Egypt, the Syrian Arab Republic, 
and the Republic of Yemen offer as much as 30 days a year for an em-
ployee with 10 years of tenure. Notwithstanding recent reforms to facili-
tate the ease of doing business, the cost of hiring remains high for private 
sector firms (IFC 2011a).

Heavy Investment in Education, but Not the Kind That 
Businesses Want

Finally, a central tenet of the social contract has been heavy state invest-
ment in education. The state regulates the education sector and delivers 
most education services directly to its citizens. Public expenditures on 
education in MENA are the highest of all developing Regions (figure 
3.10) They also constitute a substantial share of total spending in the 
Region, although there is some variation across countries. For instance, 
whereas Lebanon spends 8 percent of its total government outlays on 
education, Morocco spends nearly 26 percent.

Despite the high level of educational attainment in the Region, there 
is a disconnection between what students learn and what productive jobs 
require (Figure 3.11). This problem is more pronounced for women. Fol-
lowing gender norms, women are inclined to study education, health and 
welfare, humanities and arts (figure 3.12). These educational specializa-
tions in turn limit the job opportunities available to educated women—
predominantly public sector positions in education, health, and adminis-
tration (figure 3.13). Unfortunately, given fiscal constraints, the number 
of new positions in these fields has been dwindling.
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FIGURE 3.10

Public Expenditure on Education, 2000–10

Source: UNESCO 2000–10.

FIGURE 3.11

Firms Identifying Labor Constraints as Biggest Constraint on 
Doing Business

Source: WEF 2010.

Note: From a list of 15 factors, respondents were asked to select the five most problematic for doing busi-
ness in their country and to rank them from 1 (most problematic) to 5. The vertical bars show the responses 
weighted according to their rankings.
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FIGURE 3.12

Countries in Which Fields of Study Are Male- Female-
Dominated

Source: World Bank 2011a.
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FIGURE 3.13

Occupational Segregation: Industrial Distribution of 
Employment by Gender for Three Gulf Countries
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Women also are less likely than men to acquire job-relevant skills out-
side formal education. For example, in Egypt, only 5 percent of women 
say that they obtained training from other craftspersons, compared to 46 
percent of men (figure 3.14). As a result, women have relatively less diver-
sified and fewer marketable skills than do men. These limitations restrict 
women’s ability to adjust their skills to suit private sector employers. In 
Upper Egypt, focus group discussions with young adults revealed that 
many felt that they did not learn job-relevant skills in school, and that 
even vocational education, when available, was “useless and theoretical.” 
Employers in Egypt share similar views. Less than 30 percent of human 
resource managers agreed that the university graduates whom they had 
hired in the previous year possessed the appropriate hard or “soft” skills. 
Of vocational graduates, managers felt that only 16 percent had relevant 
hard skills, and only 12 percent had the necessary “soft” skills (IFC 2011b; 
World Bank 2011b). “Soft” skills encompass job-related technical skills, 
foreign language and communication, problem-solving, and leadership. 
Region-wide, the lack of basic employability, or “soft” skills, among 
young graduates severely inhibits their transition from school to work.

Women in the private sector in MENA more often are unpaid workers 
or self-employed (figure 3.15). In general, more men than women hold 

FIGURE 3.14

Egypt: Share Acquiring Job-Relevant Skills

Source: Population Council 2009.
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jobs in the informal sector, perhaps due partly to the high incidence of 
women in the public sector. This broad trend is true for Iraq, Jordan, and 
Morocco, in which informality is defined as working in businesses with 
fewer than five workers. The trend also holds true for informal workers in 
the private sector who lack contracts and social security benefits (figure 
3.16). In some MENA countries, lower levels of informality for women 

FIGURE 3.15

Type of Private Sector Work by Gender

Source: Household surveys (appendixes A and C).
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FIGURE 3.16

Informal Workers

Source: Household surveys (appendixes A and C).

Jordan Djibouti Morocco Iraq Egypt, Arab Rep. Yemen Rep.

0

10

20

30

40

50

Pe
rce

nt

60

70

80

90

100

Size of �rm <5 No social security No contract
MenWomenMenMen WomenWomen



Economic Incentives Dampen Participation in the Workforce 111

also may reflect the fact that, unless driven by necessity, women do not 
participate if they are unable to secure job benefits. In fact, women in the 
private sector tend to have much lower levels of education than women in 
the public sector and are more likely to live in rural regions. Moreover, in 
countries whose wage data are available, there is evidence that women are 
paid less than men when they work in similar occupations (box 3.3). This 
unequal pay dampens their incentive to participate in the labor market. 

Unequal Access to Entrepreneurship Opportunities

Women face not only unequal pay and occupational choices but also lim-
ited self-employment opportunities through entrepreneurship. As noted 
earlier, relative to the rest of the world, female-owned and -managed 
firms in MENA are rare. To a large extent, this gap is due to the Region’s 
business environment, which is not conducive to entrepreneurship in 
general. The World Bank/IFC Doing Business Surveys reveal that all 
firms in MENA (regardless of the owners’ gender) perceive the business 
environment as unfair. Both genders cited corruption and anticompeti-
tive practices as the most pervasive constraints (figure 3.17).

Female-headed firms noted few obvious gender-based differences in 
the constraints to entrepreneurship. This perception may reflect the 
views of firms that already are well established. It says nothing of the bar-
riers to set up a business. In this regard, gender-neutral barriers could 
have gender-differentiated effects. For example, cumbersome and costly 
procedures for opening a business and uncertain chances of recovering 
assets from a failed venture may be more difficult for women to over-
come. Although the data do not enable examination of the views of 
women who failed to establish businesses, research in Tunisia concluded 
that the main difficulty for the majority of women entrepreneurs in 
 Tunisia is getting specific information on starting a new business (Drine 
and Grach 2010). In fact, a recent analysis of existing literature concludes 
that aspects of the business regulatory environment are estimated to dis-
proportionately affect women in their decisions to become entrepreneurs 
and their performance in running formal businesses. As the World Bank’s 
Doing Business 2011 report argues, “. . . one possible barrier is that 
women may have less physical and ‘reputational’ collateral than men” 
(Klapper and Parker 2011; World Bank 2010).

Finally, while a survey of business lawyers in the Region suggests that 
business and investment laws are not necessarily gender biased, laws in 
other areas can influence their implementation and interpretation, and 
can be reinforced by gender-based perceptions and attitudes (World 
Bank 2007). As described above, family laws and regulations can influence 
economic rights, because women sometimes are considered “legal mi-
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nors.” Women entrepreneurs consistently cite the requirement to obtain 
a male relative’s permission to travel as a hurdle that inhibits their mobil-
ity and ability to conduct business efficiently.

The constraints on female entrepreneurship and the lack of jobs in the 
private sector, combined with the unsustainability of the social contract, 

BOX 3.3

Explaining the Pay Gap in Egypt 

In the MENA countries for which wage 
information is available, salaried women 
are concentrated in the public sector and, 
on average, have more education than 
men. They also tend to be younger, more 
urban, and single compared to men. All of 
these factors are associated with higher 
rates of pay.

How, then, is it that women are paid less 
than men? In Egypt, after accounting for 
the above factors, there is a significant un-
explained wage gap between men and 
women amounting to a 32 percent differ-
ence in pay (figure B3.1). Most research in 
this area ascribes these unexplained gaps to 
discrimination against women. 

However, it is likely that such standard 
analysis often unjustly compares women 
and men. Some occupations are so deeply 
segmented that finding an appropriate 
reference group for both women and men 
is not possible. For example, construction 
workers tend to be men, so there is not a 

large enough sample of women to be able 
to make a gender-based comparison of 
wage differences in the industry. In Egypt, 
even when these differences are taken into 
account, the overall unexplained wage gap 
is still approximately 22 percent.

FIGURE B3.1

How a Pay Advantage for Women Becomes a Deficit
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especially for the oil-poor countries of the Region, imply an urgent need 
for reform. These reforms must boost job creation, while reducing policy 
distortions that have limited private sector development. Without such a 
concerted effort, the aspirations of young people in the Region, especially 
women, will remain unmet.

Note

1. For example the average cost of household electricity in Saudi Arabia is ap-
proximately $0.02/kw, whereas in Washington, DC, it is $0.13/kw. Similarly, 
the average cost of gasoline in Saudi Arabia is approximately $0.60/gallon, 
whereas in the United States, it is close to $4/gallon.
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Businesses Reporting Each Constraint as a “Major” or 
“Severe” Obstacle

Source: Own calculations based on Business Environment Surveys (appendixes A and C).
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Aspirations Are Changing

Women’s Voices in the Arab Spring

Our demands are somehow similar to men[’s], starting with  
freedom, equal citizenship, and giving women a greater role in 
 society. . . . Women smell freedom at Change Square, where they 
feel more welcomed than ever before. Their fellow [male] freedom 
fighters are showing unconventional acceptance [of] their participa-
tion and they are actually for the first time letting women be, and 
say, what they really want. 

—Faizah Sulimiani, 29, female protest leader, Yemen 
(Rice and others 2011)

I grew up in a world where we believed we could not do anything. 
Generations believed we could do nothing, and now, in a matter of 
weeks, we know that we can. 

—Mariam Abu Adas, 32, online activist, Jordan, who helped create a 
company to train young people to use social media (Slackman 2011)

We want women from today to begin exercising their rights. Today 
on the roads is just the opening in a long campaign. We will not go 
back.

—Wajeha al-Huwaidar, female activist, Saudi Arabia, speaking out on a 
campaign to secure women’s rights to drive (Murphy 2011)

In recent months, young people in the Middle East and North Africa 
increasingly are voicing their aspirations and calling for change. A key 
part of this call for change is access to greater economic opportunities. 
This demand is no surprise as the economies of the Region go through a 
demographic transition that is increasing the number of young people in 
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the population and will continue to do so. Youth in most MENA coun-
tries are facing high rates of unemployment. The challenge is even greater 
for young women. Across the Region, young women are more educated 
than ever before, are having fewer children, and are looking for work. Yet, 
young women face the highest unemployment rates among all cohorts.

Some governments in the Region are responding by increasing spend-
ing on subsidies and public sector wages and expenditures. However, ad-
dressing the aspirations and needs of their youth will require comprehen-
sive reforms that boost job creation without overburdening already 
strained budgets. These reforms will have to put private-sector-led 
growth front and center in the job creation strategy for women and men. 

Women in the MENA Region are obtaining increasing amounts of 
education (figure 4.1). As they become more educated, women are more 
likely to participate in the labor market. Education changes aspirations, 
because increased skills enable women to make increasingly substantial 
contributions in the formal labor market. Over and above the monetary 
benefits of work, women may feel a sense of purpose and recognition  

FIGURE 4.1

Average Years of Total Schooling for Females, Ages 15 and 
Above, 1960–2010

Source: Barro and Lee 2010.
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of their talents and productivity. In countries across the Region, the 
probability that a woman will participate in the labor market increases 
with her education irrespective of marital status, age, and location  
(figure 4.2).

FIGURE 4.2

Female Labor Force Participation and Education

Illiterate
Preparatory

Read and write
Secondary

Primary
Post-secondary

0

Saudi Arabia
Qatar

Palestin
ian Territ

orie
s

Kuwait
Jordan

Egypt, A
rab Rep.

Ira
q

Morocco
Djibouti

Yemen Rep.

Pe
rce

nt

a. National female labor force by level of education

60

50

40

30

20

10

70

80

90

100

Source: Author estimates based on household surveys and official national statistics (appendixes A and C).

a. Refers to a probit model on labor force participation of women in which the reference group is unedu-
cated women. The model controls for age, marital status, urban/rural effects, household composition, and 
Regional effects.

Primary Secondary More than secondary

Palestinian
Territories

Jordan Egypt, 
Arab Rep.

IraqMoroccoYemen Rep.

Pe
rce

nt

b. Probability of women participating in the labor force increases with educationa

40

30

20

10

0

–10

50

60

70

80



118 Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa

The relationship between education and female labor force participa-
tion rates is particularly strong in Tunisia (figure 4.3). Excluding women 
still in school, almost 90 percent of young women with a tertiary educa-
tion participate in the labor force. For those with less than primary educa-
tion, less than 20 percent work or are looking for a job (in either the 
formal or informal sector). As women grow older, the participation rate 
falls off slightly, especially for women over 30, as they are more likely to 
have children and therefore more likely to stay at home. The pattern of 
lower labor force participation among the less educated is true also for 
women over 65. Thus female participation in the labor force in Tunisia 
increases with education, and reduces with age, and the latter may be 
driven in part by attitudinal and legislative change that favors the younger 
cohorts (figure 4.3).”

As women stay in school longer and pursue careers in greater numbers, 
they also tend to delay childbirth and have fewer children.1 For the past 
few decades, fertility rates have been declining across the Region (figure 
4.4). This downward trend has been complemented by the upward trend 
in education. The effects of lower fertility and more female education on 
women’s labor force participation in the formal economy have yet to fully 
materialize. However, it is only a matter of time before women begin to 
seek work outside the home in larger numbers, compounding the need 
for more abundant job creation in the Region.

FIGURE 4.3

Tunisia: Female Labor Force Participation Rates, by Age  
and Education 

Source: Author estimates; Tunisia Labor Force Survey 2010 (appendixes A and C).
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A Demographic Gift?

MENA is undergoing a demographic transition. The high population 
growth of the previous decades is reflected in a youth bulge, as is evident 
from the age structure of the population (figure 4.5). In most MENA 
countries, 15–29 year olds constitute approximately one-third of the pop-
ulation. As the bulk of the population moves into the working age group 
by 2050, younger cohorts will continue to be a significant proportion of 
the population. As a result, MENA faces labor force pressures on an un-
precedented scale (Yousef 2004). Over the next few decades, this trend 
will only accelerate.

The immediate consequence of this demographic structure is the scale 
of job creation that will be required and will have to be sustained. Con-
sider what would happen if current rates of employment for women and 
men in the Region remained constant over the next 4 decades (figure 4.6). 
In 2010, 30–40 million men of working age in the MENA Region were 

FIGURE 4.4

Fertility Rates, 1960–2005 (Births per Woman)

Source: WDI 2011 (World Bank multiple years).
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not employed, and the number was much larger for women of working 
age. By 2050, 50 million men of working age would be without jobs, and 
the corresponding number for women would be a staggering 145 
million.

FIGURE 4.5

Demographic Transition: MENA’s Age Structure,  
2010 and 2050 
population in millions
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In a Region in which both women and men believe that scarce jobs 
should be prioritized for men, young women are disproportionately af-
fected. Unless major reforms are undertaken to boost job creation, this 
pool of educated, unemployed youth will expand, and with it, the ever-
mounting frustrations from the sheer lack of economic opportunities. 
This lack of jobs and pent-up frustration will be especially true for the 
young women of the MENA Region.

Social Contract No Longer Sustainable

The recent popular movements in the Region signal a breakdown of the 
prevailing social contract, which no longer is sustainable in its implica-
tions for fiscal health and sustainable growth. In the past, some of these 
countries responded by taking steps toward diversification and private 
sector development. However, recent policy measures are increasing the 
fiscal strain, especially in oil-poor MENA countries. Early in 2011, the 
Egyptian government announced a 15 percent increase in the salaries and 
pensions of the country’s 6 million state employees (Birnbaum 2011). 
Although most other countries will at least partly offset greater spending 
on social protection with cuts elsewhere, the net effect is a widening of 
fiscal deficits and reduced space for growth-oriented spending (appen-
dixes B, table B.3).

FIGURE 4.6

Need for Jobs Will Increase over Time, 1950–2100
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Even in the oil-rich MENA countries, which are benefiting from an 
increase in oil prices, government spending and nonoil deficits have risen 
persistently (figure 4.7). Assessments of fiscal sustainability reflect this 
trend. For example, in Saudi Arabia, the per-barrel price of oil that would 
enable the government to continue to finance its current programs (also 
known as the breakeven oil price) rose from US$30 in 2005 to US$80 in 
2011. New concessions granted during 2011 also tilted toward public 
sector jobs and pay, thus adding to the fiscal burden. For example, in 
Bahrain, civil service pay and allowance raises were announced in 2011, 
amounting to an additional 2.5 percent of GDP. In the 2011 Kuwaiti 
budget, 90 percent of increased spending was to go to fuel subsidies and 
salary increases for a variety of public employees. Although the capital 
component of GCC government spending is increasing (to approximately 
one-quarter of the total), the bulk of budgeted spending goes to salaries, 
transfers, and subsidies.

Note

1. Economic historians have labeled the benefits to growth from a more rapid 
labor force growth and a low dependency ratio of working to nonworking 
population that follow fertility transitions as a “demographic gift” (Bloom and 
Williamson 1998) and a ‘‘window of opportunity’’ (Barlow 1994). Salehi-Isfa-
hani 2002 and 2005, Tunali 1996, and Yousef 1998 show how the changing 
age structure can play a positive role in the MENA countries.

FIGURE 4.7

GCC Primary Nonoil Balance, 2000–11 
percent of nonoil GDP

Sources: IMF 2011.
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A Roadmap to Reform

This report has reviewed the gender challenges in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) Region, highlighting both the similarities and dif-
ferences across countries. MENA countries generally are characterized 
by common religious beliefs, relatively high per capita incomes, and rela-
tively high endowments of oil resources. However, among the countries, 
these characteristics vary significantly. At the extremes, Djibouti and the 
Republic of Yemen have relatively low incomes, whereas Kuwait and 
 Qatar are among the wealthiest countries in the world. Meanwhile, al-
though MENA holds an estimated 60 percent of the world oil reserves 
(Saudi Arabia alone holds 20 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves), 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco have almost no oil endowments.

Against this backdrop, for policies to be effective, they must be tailored 
to each country’s circumstances and germane to its stage of development. 
Countries with egregious gender gaps in human development need to 
make significant efforts to address these challenges. Meanwhile, countries 
with large oil endowments tend to have limited economic diversification, 
larger public sectors, and limited scope for private sector development 
(PSD). A reliable revenue stream from oil has enabled governments in 
these countries to defer economic reforms, whereas most oil-poor coun-
tries have more urgent needs to foster PSD and promote export 
diversification.

The overarching challenge in achieving gender equality in the Region 
is how to improve women’s agency and economic participation. To 
achieve these, explicit efforts are necessary to create opportunities for 
women in the public sphere, while relaxing legal, social, and institutional 
barriers to participation. As evidenced in this report, even at the low rates 
of female labor force participation, women face disproportionately high 
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levels of unemployment. In a Region in which chronic unemployment is 
prevalent, especially among youth, efforts to create more jobs for all are 
critical to expand women’s access to economic opportunities. Therefore, 
MENA governments must engage in comprehensive and coordinated re-
form to jointly foster private-sector-led job creation, increase the em-
ployability of young women and men, and facilitate greater participation 
of women in the political realm. As these reforms progress, the countries 
will benefit from higher levels of productivity; a more dynamic private 
sector; a more fulfilled, involved, and dynamic workforce; and, ultimately, 
more inclusive societies.

In the past, MENA governments repeatedly have responded to unem-
ployment, rises in the cost of living, and other social grievances by ex-
panding public sector employment and creating or increasing subsidies. 
These measures are like a patchwork of Band-Aids, which offer a short-
term solution to problems but fail to address the underlying structural 
issues. Instead, they compound the distortions in the economy and, like 
Band-Aids, can be painful to remove. The fiscal toll of such policies also 
is becoming increasingly difficult for MENA countries to maintain. Even 
in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries, which presently enjoy fiscal 
surpluses, such policies impose a persistent and growing burden on out-
lays that will become unsustainable in the long run as oil revenues taper 
off. Instead, reforms need to be structural and target underlying market 
and institutional failures. The recent popular calls for reform in many 
MENA countries reiterate the urgency to move decisively toward a fair 
and inclusive economic model, one that can generate jobs at a sufficiently 
rapid pace to provide opportunities for a growing workforce of young 
women and men.

Depending on country context and priorities for reform, countries  
in the Region may want to undertake complementary and coordinated 
efforts on multiple fronts. These include:

•	 Closing	the	remaining	gender	gaps	in	human	development.	Djibouti and 
the Republic of Yemen, and some regions within MENA countries lag 
behind the Region in the level of human development. This dimension 
therefore must be addressed in conjunction with efforts to increase 
female labor force participation and women’s agency.

•	 Increasing	women’s	economic	opportunities	by	removing	constraints	to	their	
participation	in	the	formal	labor	market	and	nurturing	entrepreneurship.	
Many MENA countries still face skills shortages and mismatches be-
tween what is learned in school and what private employers demand, 
overregulation of labor markets, and limited support for female entre-
preneurs. Reforms in these areas are an urgent priority.
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•	 Closing	gender	gaps	in	voice	and	agency	by	fostering	women’s	participation	in	
politics	and	protecting	their	rights—at	home	and	in	the	wider	society. While 
countries in the Maghreb—notably Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia—
have advanced the cause of women’s agency and made reforms to their 
legal systems, the pace of reform in many other countries in the Re-
gion has lagged behind. Hand in hand with addressing skills shortages 
and restrictive business regulations, the lagging countries must priori-
tize reforms to promote women’s legal rights and freedoms. Without 
accompanying legal reforms, the impact of job creation initiatives on 
women’s employment and agency could be limited.

•	 Supporting	evidence-based	policymaking	by	making	national	statistical	data	
freely	available	and	by	rigorously	evaluating	policies	and	programs. Policies 
must be predicated on evidence. With the exceptions of Iraq, Palestin-
ian Territories, and the Republic of Yemen, data access is a major issue 
across the Region. As a result, identifying country-specific gender gaps 
and formulating nuanced policy interventions are challenges. Coun-
tries must invest in learning what works within their social and eco-
nomic contexts. Systematic learning from rigorously evaluated policy 
pilots can provide invaluable lessons. Apart from recent exceptions in 
the Arab Republic of Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia, the Re-
gion has a vast knowledge gap in learning from rigorous evaluation. 
This knowledge gap is especially true of policies related to employ-
ment generation because, as the report highlights, there are multiple 
contributing factors.

Policies to Address the Region’s Challenges

Drawing on evidence and examples from the international arena and the 
analyses in the report, the following section proposes key policy direc-
tions to alleviate each different constraint on women’s economic and civic 
participation in the Region.

Closing the Remaining Gender Gaps in Human Development

The MENA Region as a whole already has made great strides in most 
aspects of human development. As noted above, at the national level, 
 severe human development challenges remain in some countries. In 
 others, strong indicators of human development and gender equality at 
the national level may mask deficiencies in human development for cer-
tain regions or groups of people. Accordingly, progress is still needed on 
the following fronts.
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Expanding access to and quality of service delivery in health care,  
clean water, and sanitation

Between 1990 and 2008, many countries in the Region experienced de-
clines in excess mortality. However, in Djibouti, girls less than 5 years of 
age evidenced no improvement in mortality rates, and excess female mor-
tality during reproductive years actually increased. In Algeria, excess 
mortality rose in the 1990s and has shown no improvement over the last 
decade. Moreover, despite gradual improvement over time, the Republic 
of Yemen still has the second highest excess female mortality in the 
Region.

Broad-based, gender-neutral investments to improve the distribution 
and quality of health care and of water supply and sanitation can signifi-
cantly reduce female and child mortality. For instance, expanding the 
provision of clean water in the United States in the beginning of the 
twentieth century paid off dramatically in lower infant and child mortality 
(World Bank 2012a, chapter 7).

At the same time, gender-targeted interventions to address remaining 
gaps also may be necessary. For instance, Turkey has reduced maternal 
mortality through improving health care delivery combined with focus-
ing on expectant mothers. Given the effects of social norms on mobility, 
efforts also need to be made to bring health care closer to homes, or to 
locate health care in places with access to reliable transportation. In Ban-
gladesh, a successful program that ran from 1978 to 1997 brought health 
services to the doorstep by training local women to distribute oral rehy-
dration, immunizations, and family planning services (Lewis and Lock-
heed 2007, 187).

Improving access to education and its quality

MENA countries exhibit a diverse set of educational challenges. Many 
countries have invested heavily in education and generally have priori-
tized gender equality. Nevertheless, early dropout rates among girls re-
main high in Djibouti, Morocco, and the Republic of Yemen. Enrollment 
ratios in primary school remain well below 100 in both Djibouti and the 
Republic of Yemen. Although the Region as a whole does not exhibit 
significant inequality in access to schooling, disparities remain both 
among and within countries in the Region. At the same time, low educa-
tion quality—resulting from poor facilities, overcrowded classrooms, and 
absentee teachers—contributes to poor educational outcomes, such as 
high repetition and drop-out rates and low achievement levels. High en-
rollment rates may mask low levels of actual educational attainment, 
which in turn contribute to the skills shortages and mismatches endemic 
in many countries in the Region. Since the reasons for poor educational 
outcomes are context specific, policy approaches must be designed to fit 
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the country and address local conditions. This tailoring may take the 
form of efforts to lower student–teacher ratios, increase teacher atten-
dance rates, or introduce tests to monitor cognitive and learning out-
comes at various levels.

“Thinking equal” within the home

The decision to send a girl child to school or to seek health care for her 
is influenced by both economic constraints and social norms. Certain 
incentive-based approaches can be effective in encouraging equal treat-
ment of girls and boys within the household. A widely used intervention 
of this kind is the conditional cash transfer (CCT) program, which pro-
vides financial incentives to households to keep the girls in school, or to 
ensure regular and timely health care for the women. CCTs have been 
introduced in a number of MENA countries, especially among the rural 
poor. Evidence from Morocco suggests that while cash transfers can be 
effective in improving educational outcomes, making transfers condi-
tional on attendance may not be cost effective (box 5.1).

Additional interventions could be put in place to overcome the restric-
tions induced by social norms that inhibit girls’ access to schooling or 
health care. Providing transportation facilities or subsidies to girls to be 
able to access school or health facilities more easily, or interventions such 
as having more female teachers and building girls’ bathrooms in schools, 
may make it easier for parents to continue to send their girls to school.

Ultimately, identifying the appropriate mix of policies is strongly de-
pendent on country context. Rather than relying on experience elsewhere, 
it is preferable to conduct carefully designed trials of proposed interven-
tions on a small scale before scaling them up to a national or Regional 
level.

Expanding Economic Opportunities for Women

The very low rates of female labor force participation in MENA countries 
partly reflect women’s preferences and the demands of family life, but 
they also reflect the lack of opportunities for those who want to work. 
This dearth is starkly reflected in the dramatically high unemployment 
rates for young women, particularly for those with high levels of educa-
tion. These women want to work but cannot find suitable employment. 
Improving women’s access to economic opportunities will enhance their 
roles in the public sphere and tap their productive potential, boosting the 
creativity and dynamism of the economy. Arguably, the economic em-
powerment of women can be a powerful lever to strengthen their voice 
and agency in other spheres. To achieve economic empowerment, efforts 
are necessary, on one hand, to expand the scale and type of job opportuni-
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ties; and on the other, to facilitate greater choice and mobility as well as 
to ensure compatibility with family life.

Creating jobs for all

Young people of both genders face considerable challenges in finding 
jobs in the MENA Region. As discussed extensively throughout the re-
port, the problems of unemployment and economic exclusion apply to 
young men as well as women. For many years, most MENA countries 
have fostered large public sectors to absorb excess labor, but this policy is 
unsustainable both fiscally and in light of the massive increase in numbers 
of young jobseekers. For the supply of jobs to increase in line with the 
growth of the working-age population, private firms must be encouraged 
to hire and grow. Hence, policies to foster private sector growth and job 
creation are paramount and must be tailored to the country context. In 
some contexts, such as the Palestinian Territories, the employment chal-

BOX 5.1

(Un)conditional Cash Transfers in Morocco

Experiments in countries such as Indo-
nesia and Mexico have found that giving 
parents conditional cash transfers (CCTs) 
for sending their children to school can 
significantly boost school attendance rates.

Between 2008 and 2010, the Moroccan 
Ministry of Education conducted a pilot 
cash transfer program, called Tayssir, in 
260 rural primary school sectors in the five 
poorest regions of Morocco. The program, 
which lasted for two full academic years, 
was designed to measure the impact of cash 
transfers on children’s enrollment, atten-
dance, and academic achievement in pri-
mary school. Three aspects of the program 
are particularly relevant: (a) transfers were 
given to either mothers or fathers; (b) 

transfers increased by grade level; and (c) in 
some schools, all families who enrolled in 
the program were given unconditional cash 
transfers (regardless of whether their child 
attended school). In other schools, trans-
fers were given to parents only if their child 
had missed four or fewer days of school in 
the previous month.

Preliminary results from household and 
school surveys designed to evaluate the im-
pact of the Tayssir program show that (a) 
cash transfers improved school attendance 
and educational outcomes; (b) giving trans-
fers to mothers was slightly more effective 
than giving transfers to fathers; and (c) mak-
ing transfers conditional on attendance was 
not cost effective in the Moroccan context.

Source: Benhassine and others 2011.

Note: A school sector consists of a “central” school and several smaller “satellite” schools, which are administered by the headmaster 
of the central school.
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lenge is compounded by other significant constraints to growth and pri-
vate investment (box 5.2).
•  Fostering growth and job creation in the private sector—Over the 

last three decades, MENA countries have made efforts to move from a 
model of state-led growth to one relying more on the private sector. 
However, the current economic structures do not yet exhibit the sort of 
dynamism and growth potential found in high-growth economies. In 
some economies, this lack of dynamism may be driven by structural 
 features, for example, a Dutch disease effect in the oil-rich countries. 
However, slow growth also is deeply rooted in the implicit social contract 
under which many countries in the Region long have operated. As a re-
sult, the majority of the population has maintained a status quo, whereas 
an elite has enjoyed privileged economic and political opportunities. As 
the 2009 World Bank report, “Privilege to Competition: Unlocking 
 Private-Led Growth in the Middle East and North Africa,” demonstrates, 
such an arrangement has created economies dominated by noncompeti-
tive markets with barriers to entry and exit and protective labor regula-

BOX 5.2

The Palestinian Territories: A Unique Context

In the last decade, the Palestinian Ter-
ritories has witnessed some of the highest 
unemployment rates in the world. In 2009, 
overall unemployment rates were above 20 
percent in the West Bank and well above 
35 percent in Gaza. Over the last decade, 
female labor force participation rates in the 
Palestinian territories have been consist-
ently below 16 percent—among the lowest 
in the world. It is of great concern that, 
although female labor force participation 
has been on the rise since 2003, unemploy-
ment among women also has increased 
sharply. These parallel increases suggest 
that widespread male unemployment is 
pushing women to look for work; but with 
fewer jobs to go around, women find it 
increasingly difficult to find work.

In the unique landscape of the Palestin-
ian Territories, mobility constraints for 
women and men extend well beyond those 
imposed by social norms and legal restric-
tions. Extensive internal and external barri-
ers to physical mobility form the most sig-
nificant constraints to growth and private 
sector job creation. Under these condi-
tions, the single most important reform 
would be to ease restrictions and lift the 
closure regime that has constrained growth, 
investment, and, consequently, the job cre-
ation that is essential for a young and highly 
educated population. In the absence of vi-
brant employment-generating growth, so-
cial assistance will remain a critical element 
of Palestinian policy for the foreseeable 
future.
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tions (World Bank 2009). The latter, in turn, have increased the costs of 
hiring labor while deterring the competitiveness of the private sector.

Although many MENA governments have tried to improve their over-
all business environments and employment policies to promote growth, 
stability, and jobs, these efforts have fallen short of expectations and have 
been unable to elicit the commensurate response of private sector growth 
and employment.

Clearly, the policy environment needs to explicitly encourage private 
sector firms to invest and grow. Examples of other countries’ best- 
practice reforms that have been effective in this regard include (a) tax 
incentives and tax holidays for start-up companies and (b) investment 
promotion for high-growth and high-value services such as tourism.

Policies also should support the creation, expansion, and competitive-
ness of new firms and sectors within the domestic and international mar-
kets. Fostering links between educational institutions and the private sec-
tor could lead to productive partnerships in research, development, and 
training. Contests that enable private sector firms to bid openly for public 
contracts can be particularly useful to elicit private sector needs and pri-
orities. Incentivizing innovations and entrepreneurship will increase eco-
nomic competitiveness while drawing more women into the labor force.

Given the considerable gender-based occupational and educational 
segregation in the Region, women’s employment will be increased fast-
est if governments promote the growth of “female-friendly” industries 
that employ large numbers of female citizens. High-value service sec-
tors, such as information and communication technology (ICT) in par-
ticular, have demonstrated an ability to pull women into the workforce. 
While manufacturing varies widely in the use of female labor, sectors 
such as garments and food processing are particularly “female friendly.”1 
As with all best-practice industrial policy, conditionality, sunset clauses, 
built-in program reviews, and monitoring and periodic evaluation are 
desirable (Rodrik 2008).
•  Reducing legal barriers to private sector growth and job creation—

The cost of setting up a business in some MENA countries is unusually 
high. In these countries, it is so difficult to fire employees that firms are 
reluctant to hire them in the first place. This is a particular problem for 
young people with no work experience on whom firms must “take a 
chance” in hiring. Governments could foster private sector growth by 
reducing regulations on investment, employment, and business registra-
tion. Beginning after 2005, Egypt undertook reforms intended to lower 
the barriers to entry for small businesses (box 5.3).

Surveys show that the greatest barriers faced by MENA firms are un-
certainty about government policy, concerns about the consistency and 
fairness of regulation, and the presence of anticompetitive practices 
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(Hamdy and Sader 2008, 89). MENA governments must demonstrate 
efforts to improve the transparency and accountability of regulatory pol-
icy, and, furthermore, to ensure that regulations are enforced consistently 
across all public and private sector firms.

Lengthy, complex, and costly procedures such as are required to reg-
ister and license businesses may impact women disproportionately, as 
often they have more time constraints. Women may be subject to more 
interference, or open to exploitation, during their interactions with gov-
ernment officials, who can consider them a soft target for corruption and 
speed payments. Thus, streamlining procedures and improving transpar-
ency can greatly improve business outcomes for women (Simavi, Manuel, 
and Blackden 2010).

Creating jobs is a necessary but not sufficient step to increase female 
economic participation. It also is critical to break down the legal and so-
cial barriers that discourage employers from hiring female candidates and 
discourage women who want to work from accepting available jobs. From 
the analysis above and other research on labor markets in the Region, 
there clearly are many such barriers. Targeted and coordinated measures 
will help to remove them. The following are a number of suggested pro-
grams and policies (many from MENA countries) that have a successful 
track record in this regard.
•  Redressing skills mismatches—Throughout the Region, firms com-

plain about the shortage of job candidates with suitable skills. Notwith-
standing the Region’s impressive rates of educational attainment, ques-

BOX 5.3

Doing Business in Egypt

The 2005 Doing Business report ranked 
Egypt as the worst performer in the 
MENA Region regarding the ease of doing 
business. Within two short years, Egypt 
improved from 165 to 126 in the rankings, 
making it the top reformer worldwide. 
Along with broad-based reforms in tax 
and customs administration, Egypt made 
efforts to simplify regulatory functions, 
including creating one-stop shops (OSS) 

for business registration in several key 
locations such as Cairo and Alexandria.

According to the IFC, by the end of 
2007: “the number of days needed to start a 
business in Alexandria [had been] reduced 
by 30 percent. Costs fell by eight percent, 
and procedures were reduced by about 30 
percent . . . company registrations started 
to increase, growing by almost 15 percent, 
in 2007.”

Source: Hamdy and Sader 2008.
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tions remain about the quality of school and university education, and its 
relevance to the modern workplace.

The education system must be reformed to better respond to market 
signals and equip young people with the skills demanded by the private 
sector. Youth are being trained predominantly in traditional disciplines 
useful for public sector jobs, but of limited interest to private sector em-
ployers. To make graduates more attractive to firms, initiatives to encour-
age young people to seek training and experience in the nontraditional 
fields in demand by the private sector, including medicine, engineering, 
law, business administration, and ICT, could be vital. To ensure sustain-
ability and skills matching, the active participation of the private sector in 
design and implementation is key. Elsewhere in the world, providing 
scholarships and prizes to girls is one approach that has been very success-
ful in boosting educational outcomes (box 5.4). Admissions quotas for 
tertiary studies have a direct positive effect on the enrollment of girls in 
nontraditional fields and have been introduced in a number of MENA 
countries. However, in certain cases, these quotas can be distortionary 
and work against women. In Kuwait and Oman, for example, young 

BOX 5.4

Incentives for Success

Scholarship programs are one method 
of encouraging girls to work harder in 
school and pursue nontraditional subjects. 
However, some argue that scholarship 
programs may encourage cheating and 
adversely affect the motivation of weaker 
students.

Evidence from a randomized experi-
ment conducted in two districts in Kenya 
suggests that these criticisms are un-
founded. Merit-based scholarships were 
offered to girls in a number of randomly 
selected primary schools in each district. 
The scholarships were awarded to the top 
15 percent of girls based on their scores in 
a district examination, and covered one 
year’s school fees, a textbook allowance, 

and a certificate presented at a recognition 
ceremony.

The results of the experiment showed 
that the scholarship had a number of unex-
pected benefits. As expected, the test scores 
of all girls in the selected schools improved, 
even those of girls who were unlikely to 
win. Teacher attendance also increased. 
Perhaps as a result, some evidence sug-
gested that the test scores of boys improved 
as well, even though boys were not eligible 
for the scholarships. These results suggest 
that scholarships offered to girls can have 
positive spillover effects on the quality of 
education for all students, as well as en-
courage more girls to study nontraditional 
subjects.

Source: Kremer and others 2009.
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women now need higher grade-point averages than do young men to 
enroll in subjects such as engineering because the number of female ap-
plicants is so high relative to the quota (Kelly and Breslin 2010).

Universities could consider curricula reform to expose students to 
 specialized fields such as information technology. Such changes can be 
made in consultation with the private sector, making use of partnerships 
such as cadetship programs, or exchanges of employees and instructors 
between educational institutions and firms.

Finally, employers often report that young jobseekers lack the “soft 
skills” (comportment and interview, presentation, and teamwork skills) 
that are necessary to succeed in the modern workplace. Employability 
and soft skills training for young people may ease the transition from 
school to work. However, evidence of the effectiveness of these ALMPs 
for soft skills is very limited (box 5.5). Initial results from the Jordan 
NOW pilot suggest that soft-skills training alone has a limited effect on 
employment.
•  Boosting female employment by combating negative stereotypes 

and creating an enabling environment for hiring women—Women in 
the MENA Region are employed overwhelmingly in the public sector. 

BOX 5.5

How Effective Are Active Labor Market Policies?

For the past half-century, the effectiveness 
of active labor market policies (ALMPs) 
has been a matter of vigorous debate. 
There have been numerous impact evalu-
ation studies of individual ALMPs, mostly 
in Europe and the United States. Job 
search assistance programs generally have 
favorable impacts, especially in the short 
run. Evidence on the effectiveness of wage 
subsidies in raising the employment of 
the subsidized groups is generally posi-
tive, although not uniformly so. Training 
programs can show mixed results. In a 
few cases, the estimated impacts are zero 
or even negative; but, in sum, subsidies 
are found to have a modest likelihood 

of improving post-program employment 
rates.

In MENA, there is little systematic anal-
ysis of the effectiveness of ALMPs (mostly 
training), and most programs remain 
largely un-assessed. A recent World Bank 
study finds that most programs are not de-
signed to accommodate the needs of female 
participants. There is a need for increased 
program targeting, as well as flexible sched-
ules (offering classes during nights/ 
weekends and offering different schedule 
alternatives), combined with child care op-
portunities. Most important, to inform 
policy, these programs must be rigorously 
evaluated.

Source: World Bank 2010a.
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This skewed outcome can be explained in part by the pay gap described 
above. However, another reason is that private employers find women 
more “costly” to employ than men.

Firms fear that maternity may interrupt women’s employment, costing 
the firm maternity benefits and replacement labor costs. While all MENA 
countries guarantee women paid maternity leave, approximately half of 
the countries mandate that the employers pay the benefits. This policy 
makes women relatively more expensive than men, discouraging firms 
from hiring them or lowering the rate of pay that firms offer women. For 
instance, Egypt has legislation that triggers the mandatory provision of 
childcare services at a minimum number of female employees. These laws 
discourage firms from expanding their female employment capacity be-
yond that point. This disincentive could be removed by reforming the 
laws to set the minimum as the number of total employees (women and 
men). More broadly, moving to a shared social security system, in which 
all employers and employees contribute to a national maternity fund, 
would reduce the relative cost to employers of hiring women of child-
bearing age. Recent reforms in Jordan are a model of how establishing a 
successful national maternity fund can be done (box 5.6).

Furthermore, policies need to be designed to dispel common preju-
dices and social norms about female employees. In MENA countries, 
some employers have misconceptions about the reliability, productivity, 
and commitment of women and young people in the workplace. It is 
important to combat these misconceptions and improve the confidence 
of private sector firms in the employability of youth and women. Given 
the difficulty that firms in many MENA countries have in firing unsuit-
able workers, internships and short-term incentives to firms can provide 
young people with workplace experience while giving firms the opportu-

BOX 5.6

Jordan’s Innovations in Shared Social Security

Jordan’s parliament recently passed a 
broad social insurance reform law, which 
extends coverage to microfirms and adds 
unemployment, health, and maternity ben-
efits to the package. Until recently, the full 
cost of the maternity benefit including 10 
weeks of paid maternity leave was borne 
by the employer. This cost created disin-
centives for employers to hire women and 

may well have contributed to the very low 
level of female participation in Jordan’s 
private sector. The reform entails financ-
ing maternity benefits through a 0.75 per-
cent levy on payroll taxes on all work-
ers, regardless of gender. Both employers 
and employees contribute to a “Maternity 
Fund,” which is managed by the Social 
Security Corporation (SSC).
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nity to screen them before hiring. In Jordan, for instance, a recently com-
pleted pilot provided a “job voucher” to young female graduates, effec-
tively subsidizing firms that take a chance on hiring them (box 5.7).
•  Removing regulatory barriers and easing credit access for female 

entrepreneurs—As an alternative to paid employment, more needs to be 
done to encourage women to start their own businesses. As well as gen-
erating income for their families, female entrepreneurs set a positive ex-
ample for other women and may be more likely to hire female 
employees. 

MENA countries’ female entrepreneurship rates are the lowest in the 
world (Chamlou, Klapper, and Muzi 2008). As business owners, MENA 
women face many disadvantages. Registering a business often is more 
difficult for women than for men, in part because, in some countries, a 

BOX 5.7

Jordan: New Work Opportunities for Women (Jordan NOW)

The Jordan New Work Opportunities for 
Women (NOW) pilot was designed explic-
itly to support a rigorous impact evalua-
tion. The pilot randomly assigned 1,347 
female community college graduates of the 
2010 cohort to one of three labor market 
interventions: a 3-week soft-skills train-
ing course for 300 women, a 6-month job 
voucher offer for 300 women, a dual train-
ing and job voucher offer for 300 women, 
and a control group for 499 women. The 
job voucher offered a firm a 6-month wage 
subsidy conditional on hiring a graduate.

Early results from the midline survey in-
dicated that employers responded to clear 
financial incentives: the job vouchers in-
duced a 39 percent rise in female employ-
ment. Moreover, 57 percent of women ex-
pected to keep their jobs after their vouchers 
expired. In contrast, the training program 
received extremely positive feedback from 
trainees, yet had no significant effects on 
employment. A detailed survey was then 

undertaken to verify and understand the 
long-term impacts of the pilot. While the 
pilot succeeded in its objective of increas-
ing female labor force participation and 
helping young women accrue work experi-
ence, the majority of the jobs did not trans-
late into permanent employment. The pi-
lot highlighted critical constraints to young 
job seekers in Jordanian labor market regu-
lations: the minimum wage and the re-
quirement to register workers in social se-
curity limited the willingness of many firms 
to retain these young graduates after the 
wage subsidy expired.

To identify other effective alternatives 
to facilitate the school-to-work transition, 
an extension of the pilot is underway which 
involves an employee screening and match-
ing intervention that develops signaling 
mechanisms for jobseekers, reduces the 
search costs for employers, and connects 
jobseekers with employers.
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woman requires permission from a male guardian. In contexts in which 
women have limited or no rights to family capital for collateral, accessing 
credit also can be a challenge. An IFC MENA survey of women entrepre-
neurs in five countries (Bahrain, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia, and the 
United Arab Emirates) showed that 50–75 percent of women had applied 
for external financing for their businesses, but the majority was not suc-
cessful. The difficulties included high interest rates, collateral require-
ments, lack of track record, and complexity of the application process 
(IFC 2011b).

Microfinance is an oft-cited example of a policy that can support fe-
male entrepreneurs. However, recent studies of its effectiveness for fe-
male entrepreneurs have found that outcomes are limited and typically 
weaker for women than men (box 5.11) (Banerjee and others 2010; De 
Mel, McKenzie, and Woodruff 2009; Karlan and Zinman 2009). Rather, 
policies must make business registration easier and less expensive, and 
help women access credit by enabling them to register their assets and 
enter contracts on their own terms.

As discussed earlier, reforming regulations to allow collateralization of 
movable as well as immovable assets could improve access to finance for 
women, who often are excluded from land ownership (Simavi, Manuel, 
and Blackden 2010). Mandating joint titling of assets of spouses is another 
policy approach to enhance women’s access to collateral. Lack of credit 
history can be another barrier for women applying for loans for busi-
nesses. Lowering the threshold of loans covered by credit bureaus is in-
strumental in helping women build credit histories (Pearce 2011). As a 
remedy, the Syrian Arab Republic established a credit bureau that offers 
information from microfinance organizations that are used by women. 
Recently, Jordan lowered the minimum loan amount offered by its credit 
bureau by one-third, and the Republic of Yemen’s credit bureau abol-
ished any minimum loan threshold (World Bank 2011b). In Syria, ap-
proximately one-third of microcredit borrowers are women, whereas, in 
Jordan and Syria, female borrowers comprise up to 84 percent and ap-
proximately 96 percent of all borrowers, respectively (Pearce 2011). An-
other option is to provide small and medium entrepreneurs with training 
and advice on business skills and legal and regulatory procedures.

Encouraging and Assisting Women to Participate in the  
Labor Force

In addition to creating jobs and advancing women’s legal rights, policy-
makers need to encourage more women to work and improve their em-
ployability. For women to participate more fully in the formal labor mar-
ket, governments need to help them balance their family responsibilities 
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and also make the workplace a safer environment. At the same time, to be 
competitive candidates for jobs, women need to acquire skills that are 
relevant to the private sector.
•  Fostering a healthy balance between work and family life—Find-

ing ways to make work and family life more compatible is an important 
policy priority. Flexible work hours and provisions for maternity and 
child care are important issues to be addressed. Jobs that provide more 
flexibility in these dimensions would enable women to make contribu-
tions in the public sphere without feeling that they are compromising 
their roles within their families.

In the last century in OECD countries, many married women first 
entered the workforce in a part-time or casual capacity. Flexible work 
hours and arrangements to work from home make it less costly for women 
to combine work with family responsibilities. In the US, “flex-work” has 
enabled many female workers to continue working after marriage (Goldin 
2006; Jaumotte 2003). Flexible work arrangements are well suited to oc-
cupations in which physical presence is not required and output is easy to 

BOX 5.8

Bringing Jobs to Women’s Doorsteps: Desicrew’s Innovative Business Model

Desicrew is a rural business process out-
sourcing (BPO) company in India that 
uses an innovative business model to bring 
young rural women into the workforce. 
Rural BPOs shift back office tasks from 
urban locations to small towns and villages, 
creating high-skill employment outside 
of major urban centers. Employees enter 
data, manage databases, transcribe inter-
views, or aggregate information from the 
internet for corporate clients. Given the 
lower costs of living in rural areas, the 
wages attract rural youth while generating 
large cost savings for clients.

Approximately two-thirds of Desicrew’s 
employees are women. As they do not have 
the option to work in a city, for many of 

them, these jobs are unique new opportuni-
ties. Parents are unwilling to let their 
daughters move outside their immediate 
area due to a combination of safety con-
cerns and cultural restrictions. To convince 
parents to allow their daughters to work, 
the company undertook an extensive infor-
mation campaign, stressing the benefits of 
well-paid regular employment and the 
safety and prestige of working in a com-
pany that is seen as modern and urban.

Desicrew’s experience suggests that ru-
ral outsourcing can play an important role 
in empowering women, improving their 
self-esteem and confidence, and strength-
ening their bargaining power within the 
household.

Source: Ranger 2010; Desicrew. India. http://desicrew.in/index.html.

http://desicrew.in/index.html
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monitor, such as call centers and data entry (box 5.8). However, it is im-
portant to ensure that increased flexibility does not substitute for job se-
curity, benefits, or work quality; and that casual contracts are not ex-
ploited by firms to evade unduly restrictive dismissal laws and other 
employee entitlements and protections.2 In Tunisia, labor legislation 
passed in 2006 allows female employees in the public sector the option of 
part-time work at two-thirds of their full-time salaries while retaining full 
rights to advancement, promotion, holiday, and retirement and social 
coverage. However, because this option is limited to women, it has been 
criticized for not being extended to men (UN OHCHR 2010).

For young women looking for paid work, volunteering and temporary 
work opportunities provide an opportunity to build skills and networks 
and thereby boost their employability. The Teach for America program 
is an excellent example of a service-based volunteer program suitable for 
highly educated young people. The program offers college graduates in 
the United States the opportunity to gain teaching experience in dis-
advantaged areas, expand their breadth of experience, and utilize their 
talents. Entry into the program has become very competitive, reflecting 
the value of the experience to young people.

The high cost (or unavailability) of child care is a major reason why 
women in general choose not to work. Many developed countries have 
encouraged women to enter the workforce by providing fully or partially 
subsidized child care. Although there is some evidence that subsidized 
child care provision can enable women to continue their employment 
after childbirth, there also are examples suggesting that affordable child 
care by itself may not translate into higher female labor force participa-
tion (Blau and Currie 2006; Lefebvre and Merrigan 2009; Nicodemo and 
Waldmann 2009). It is important that childcare subsidies and tax policies 
are crafted carefully so that women gain net income from working.3

On the other hand, tax policies can be tweaked to encourage women 
to work. While the US government provides only small child care subsi-
dies and no maternity leave benefits, tax incentives make it attractive for 
mothers to return to work after pregnancy. These incentives include the 
Child Care Tax Credit and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). Ac-
cording to several rigorous studies, the EITC has substantially increased 
the labor supply of women. For example, Meyer and Rosenbaum (2000) 
found that the employment of single mothers in 1996 was 7 percentage 
points higher because of the EITC. Thus, the US experience suggests 
that, to encourage women with children to work, incentive-based schemes 
may be more effective than direct subsidies for child care (a common 
policy in many European countries).4

•  Enhancing women’s freedom to pursue employment and entrepre-
neurial activities—Restrictive labor laws that inhibit women’s full par-
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ticipation in the labor market need to be reformed. Many MENA coun-
tries prohibit women from working at night and in certain industries 
(figure 5.1 and box 5.9) (World Bank 2012b). Relaxing such prohibitions 
would increase the employment opportunities available to women.

In many countries in the Region, a woman explicitly or implicitly re-
quires the permission of the head of household or guardian to apply for a 
passport, travel outside of the country, and work outside of her home. 
Legislative change is of primary importance. Pending legislation, there are 
pragmatic ways to ease such mobility restrictions. Clauses in marriage 
contracts that guarantee women the right to work already are used in some 
countries (such as the Islamic Republic of Iran) to circumvent restrictions. 
Among the amendments to Egypt’s Family Code in 2000, a new form of 
marriage contract was introduced that provides a blank space for stipula-
tions. Examples of such stipulations are enabling female spouses to formal-
ize property rights over the matrimonial home and its furnishings; prohib-
iting polygamy; and permitting women to seek unilateral divorces through 
a marriage registrar without the requirement for a court judgment. The 
initial proposal by women’s groups was for a template marriage contract 
containing nine stipulations to which the couple could agree at the time of 
marriage. However, in the final reform, the proposal was watered down. 
Nevertheless, similar template marriage contracts still could be piloted at 
venues such as marriage registries, civil courts, and religious courts.

FIGURE 5.1

Women’s Employment Restrictions Pervasive in MENA
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Women ought to be able to be travel for their work, or change jobs, 
without their guardians having to repeatedly give written permission. 
One solution recently implemented in Saudi Arabia is for women to be 
issued an identification card with a one-time written permission from her 
guardian that allows her open travel. The card, issued by a local agency of 
the Ministry of Interior, is attached to the woman’s passport, and clears 
her to travel until her passport expires. A similar procedure could be im-
plemented to enable women to change employers without their guardians 
having to give renewed permissions.
•  Creating a safer, protected work environment, especially for young 

women—Many families in MENA countries rightly are concerned about 
the risks that women face in the workplace. In some countries, harass-
ment remains a serious problem and discourages women from working, 
particularly in the private sector. An initial step is to introduce legislation 
sanctioning harassment in the workplace. Algeria, Iraq, Morocco, and 
Tunisia have enacted legislation that criminalizes sexual harassment in 
the workplace and enables women to prosecute claims in court. Imple-
mentation and enforcement of these laws remain issues (as they do else-
where in the world). Notwithstanding, promoting greater sensitivity in 
the workplace and improving monitoring and reporting mechanisms are 

BOX 5.9

The Burden of Proof: Conditions for Women to Work in  
Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s Manpower Commission is the agency responsible 
for implementing the labor laws. The commission lists five condi-
tions that must be met before a woman can be employed:

1.  The woman is in need of work.
2.  The woman has the permission of her legal guardian. 
3.  The work she is performing suits her “female” nature and is 

such as to not deter her from her responsibilities toward her 
home and marriage and would not cause harm to the 
society. 

4.  The woman is to work in an area completely separate from 
men. 

5.  The woman is to maintain a decent appearance and wear the 
hijab according to Shari’a.

Source: World Bank 2011a.
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essential, for example, by strengthening the capacity of the labor inspec-
torates within a country. 

One approach to combat harassment is to provide firm-level training 
on how to maintain a gender-friendly work environment and thereby 
make private sector work attractive to women. The Gender Equity Model 
in Egypt (GEME) seeks to make working conditions in private firms 
more gender friendly. Participating firms undergo a training and certifi-
cation program, at the end of which firms successfully completing the 
program receive a government-endorsed Gender Equity Seal. However, 
the program has suffered from low uptake. Consequently, serious modi-
fications are required to extend the program to small and medium enter-
prises. Another new initiative recently launched in Egypt is HarassMap, 
a mobile-phone-based reporting system of cases of harassment, which is 
raising awareness of the problem and warning women of harassment 
trouble spots (http://www.harassmap.org). Crowdsourcing in this anony-
mous way is an innovative approach to measure the endemic problem of 
sexual harassment in Egypt. Using this system, women may be less afraid 
to report such events to family or the police out of fear of stigmatization, 
blame, or retribution.5

Steps also could be taken to improve women’s ability to travel safely to 
and from work. In surveys from MENA countries, people identify the 
lack of safe, reliable transportation as a significant constraint on women’s 
ability to work. Addressing this deficiency would be relatively inexpensive 
and could greatly increase the work opportunities available to women. In 
India and Mexico, public buses and trains designate spaces reserved for 
women to safely travel to and from work. The private sector also can di-
rectly ease mobility constraints for women. For example, some Indian 
firms provide corporate buses to take women from their homes directly 
and safely to the workplace.

Women working in the informal sector (such as domestic and agricul-
tural workers) often are not covered by the labor protections offered to 
formal sector workers. Lack of formalized protection puts these women 
at risk of harassment, job loss, and nonpayment of salaries. Extending 
formal sector rights to informal workers (including regular payment of 
salaries, minimum wages, sick leave, and maximum work hours) would 
reduce these risks but also could limit informal sector employment op-
portunities. These tradeoffs are especially important in countries in 
which, in the absence of opportunities in the formal sector, women de-
pend on informal activities for income.

Closing Gender Gaps in Voice and Agency

To be truly equal, women must have the opportunity to participate fully 
in public affairs, and have equal rights in the society and in the home.

http://www.harassmap.org
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Increasing women’s representation in political life

While most countries in the Region guarantee constitutional equality for 
women and men, MENA’s rates of female representation in parliaments 
are among the lowest in the world. To better represent the interests of 
women in the public sphere, MENA countries need to actively promote 
women’s political and civic participation. While surveys from the Region 
indicate a lack of confidence in women’s leadership capacities, studies 
from elsewhere in the world make clear that, despite being less experi-
enced in politics than men, women perform just as well as men.6,7 Increas-
ing women’s political representation has the potential to change deep-
seated discriminatory norms: exposure to women leaders results in lower 
rates of electoral and psychological bias against women (Beaman and 
 others 2009).

Across the world, countries are instituting formal mandates for women 
to be represented in politics through quotas in political bodies. Quotas 
need not be a permanent measure. Evidence exists that, even after their 
withdrawal, their positive effects on women’s political participation re-
main (box 5.10) (Bhavnani 2009). However, to reduce the chances that 
women are not used simply as proxies for men, it would be desirable for 
quota legislation to be accompanied by close monitoring of both de jure 
and de facto compliance.

An alternate approach, which has met with considerable success in the 
recent Constituent Assembly elections in Tunisia, is to require equal rep-
resentation by women and men on party lists. While the requirement that 
parties supply equal numbers of female and male candidates did not result 
in equal numbers of seats won, Tunisia elected a higher share of female 

BOX 5.10

Temporary Quotas, Permanent Results

In 1997 and 2002 studies of ward-level elections in Mumbai, 
Bhavnani (2009) found that reserving seats for women not only 
increased their rate of success after the quotas were removed, but 
also increased the number of women who stood for office. 

More important, quotas seem to have made the electorate more 
willing to vote for women. The share of votes polled by all female 
candidates rose from a mere 3.3 percent in 1997 to 15.0 percent in 
2002. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that quotas work partly 
by encouraging capable women to run for office and partly by 
teaching parties that women can win elections.
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members to the assembly than any other parliamentary body in the 
MENA Region.

Women’s influence in other decision-making institutions remains low 
throughout the Region. Few women hold leadership positions in work-
ers’ unions, and women’s participation in Arab trade unions “is almost 
always limited to women’s issues” (Kawar 2002). Female representation 
on company boards also is low.

Enhancing women’s roles in decision making at local and  
community levels

Even in the absence of systemic changes to the electoral system, women’s 
civic participation can be enhanced by strengthening their roles in local 
associations such as village development committees, self-help groups, 
and community health providers’ groups.

One encouraging example comes from Afghanistan’s National Soli-
darity Program (NSP). This government program creates elected 
 gender-balanced Community Development Councils, and empowers 
them to select, design, and manage village-level microprojects. An impact 
evaluation of the NSP found that, in addition to improving villagers’ ac-
cess to services, the program has increased the engagement of women 
across a number of dimensions of community life. At the same time, 
through the program, senior women in the village have gained increased 
respect, and men have become more open to female participation in local 
governance (Beath and others 2010).

Safeguarding women’s legal rights within the home

Head of household laws and guardianship laws that impinge on women’s 
mobility and decision-making choices should be repealed. Citizenship 
laws that prevent women married to non-nationals from passing on their 
nationality to their husbands or their children also should be reformed, 
because these laws have economic implications for the whole family in 
lost access to benefits such as housing and education. Creating intrare-
gional linkages among legislative decision makers, academic institutions, 
women’s networks, and lawyers’ associations to study the dynamics of 
reform and the substantive content of reform can accelerate the process. 
For example, a project aimed at comparing the Yemeni Personal Code 
with the Moroccan Family Code has been established based at both the 
Sana’a University Gender Research and Study Center in the Republic  
of Yemen and the Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdallah Fez University in 
 Morocco (Yemen Women Union 2009).

Women rely on household assets for financial security and as collateral 
for credit. As discussed, access to collateral is an important prerequisite to 
enable female entrepreneurs to borrow for their businesses. Yet, many 
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women in the Region still lack any ownership rights to household prop-
erty because they are women. One solution is to introduce a community 
of property regime for monogamous marriages. This regime is already an 
option for families in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia. Nonetheless, it 
sometimes is not sufficient to simply provide this option, because women 
with limited household bargaining power can be coerced to decline it. 
Designating the joint regime as the default option makes it more likely 
that women will have legal ownership rights to household property.

A related issue is the vulnerability that women face in the event of di-
vorce or the death of their spouses. In the West Bank, a government ali-
mony fund offers protection for divorced women whose ex-husbands 
evade court orders for maintenance payments. Alimony funds are not an 
entirely new concept. In the 1960s, Iraq established an alimony fund to 
provide financial support to divorced women. However, since the 1990s, 
this fund has been practically defunct. In 2004, Egypt established a family 
security fund to provide alimony and child support to divorcees whose 
husbands refused to support them. In an earlier incarnation, a govern-
ment fund had distributed these funds but had found it difficult to collect 
reimbursement payments from the husbands, especially those working in 
the private or informal sectors. The new fund’s resources were generated 
by administrative fees levied on the registration of births, marriages, and 
divorces, supplemented by additional contributions from the government 
budget. Tunisia set up and supported a similar fund (Law 93-65 of July 5, 
1993). A commission set up to evaluate its impacts found that, from the 
fund’s creation in 1998 to 2007, 9,735 families had benefited from it 
 (Euromed Gender Equality Programme 2010c). In 2010, Morocco also 
legislated a familial mutual assistance fund, to be implemented in 2011, 
that would guarantee alimony payments to divorced mothers who have 
custody of their children (Euromed Gender Equality Programme  2010a).

Women also can be pressured to give up their inheritance rights to 
male relatives. To protect them from pressure from family members, Jor-
dan is drafting legislation to prevent women from handing over their in-
heritance for 3 months. This approach is innovative, but further study is 
needed to gauge its effectiveness and replication possibilities. Another 
Jordanian initiative in the same spirit provides tax breaks for living be-
quests or gifts to daughters.

Finally, setting a minimum age of marriage—and increasing that mini-
mum age—will help increase women’s bargaining power and lower the 
risk of domestic violence (Jensen and Thornton 2003). Girls who marry 
early may not have the chance to pursue a full education or make choices 
about their lives as independent, mature adults before marriage circum-
scribes their choices. Algeria, Egypt, and Morocco implemented reforms 
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to increase the minimum legal age of marriage for both sexes. However, 
in some countries, such as Morocco, there is still the option to apply to 
the court for approval of the marriage of a girl and a boy both less than 
18 years old (UNSTAT 2012). Removing this option would close a pos-
sible loophole that permits early marriage. The government also could 
undertake awareness building around the benefits of later marriage be-
cause early marriage tends to persist in rural low-income areas.

Finally, domestic violence prevention legislation should be introduced 
to protect women. Data show that where these laws exist, levels of domes-
tic violence are lower and fewer people find it acceptable (UN Women 
2011). Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia all have laws to prevent 
 domestic violence.

Enforcing women’s rights and building women’s confidence in the 
legal system

Reforms to laws will not be effective unless they are enforced effectively. 
On one hand, women need to be aware of their rights; on the other, they 
need to be confident that their rights will be upheld. Employers and even 
police and judges can be unaware of new laws and reforms. Gender sen-
sitization training for judges and court personnel also helps improve 
women’s perceptions of the court system and their confidence in it. Influ-
ential networks, such as legal and business associations, could be impor-
tant advocates for policy change and enforce it in their professions.

Given the prevailing social norms and the relative dominance of men 
in the legal system, promoting the active participation of women in the 
legal process would improve access to justice and improve women’s con-
fidence in the legal system. Female Shari’a court judges have been ap-
pointed in Malaysia and in the Palestinian Territories. Other countries 
need to consider taking steps in the same direction.

It is important to take steps to ensure that courts are more female 
friendly. The Moroccan government established family sections within 
district courts as part of its strategy to implement the new Family Code. 
A female social worker is assigned to every family court, and there is a 
program for gender-sensitivity training of all family court judges (UN 
Women 2011). In addition, the use of mediation (offered by Egyptian 
family courts) and alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms 
could increase access to justice for women. Monitoring the quality of such 
services is key to ensure that they conform to nondiscriminatory princi-
ples and international human rights standards.

Other initiatives to improve access to justice include legal aid clinics 
and mobile courts. One such initiative, the Jordan Center for Legal Aid, 
was piloted with support from the World Bank and other donors. From 
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2009 to 2011, the center provided free or reduced-cost legal counseling 
for 700 people and legal representation to 180 people. The center was 
housed within offices of another nongovernmental organization that 
 provided social welfare services. This pairing had the unintended effect  
of enabling women to seek legal advice without attracting attention and 
hostility from their communities. The Jordan Center for Legal Aid to-
gether with the Jordan Bar Association created the first pro bono lawyers’ 
association. This association will help implement a system of “one-stop 
shops” to provide legal aid and counseling, thus increasing access and 
quality of service. The Ministry of Social Welfare recently agreed to refer 
poor women in need of legal assistance to the Justice Center for Legal Aid 
(World Bank 2010b). The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)  
is supporting the capacity building of legal clinics run by the Yemeni 
Women’s Union in various locations across the country (Yemen Women 
Union 2009).

Paralegal schemes have been effective in other parts of the world  
(PEKKA in Indonesia, TIMAP in Sierra Leone). The use of paralegals 
can offer a lower-cost means to expand legal coverage and provide access 
to women, especially in rural areas. Paralegals can help women obtain 
birth certificates, marriage registration documents, and national identifi-
cation cards, and, in general, raise women’s awareness of their rights. 
Court information kiosks and the translation of laws into local dialects 
and languages also are useful in making laws more accessible.

The availability of good-quality services to tackle domestic violence 
can mean that more women turn to them. One-stop crisis centers have 
been set up in government hospitals in Malaysia. Women receive medical 
treatment, support, and counseling from social workers and volunteers 
from women’s organizations. In Tamil Nadu, India, 188 all-women police 
units were created to focus on crimes against women. This change has 
increased women’s willingness to report domestic violence (World Bank 
2012a). Departments for the protection of families have been set up in the 
West Bank. They aim to provide women with counseling and support and 
referrals to shelters when needed. The departments also intend to develop 
a task force of female police officers who can provide social and legal 
counseling to women (Euromed Gender Equality Programme 2010b).

Spreading the word: Expanding the use of social and traditional 
media to inform women of their rights and to agitate for change

Many of the constraints faced by women who want to participate in the 
public sphere result in part from social norms. These norms will change 
over time, but this change can be influenced by the way that the media 
portray women. Soap operas and chat shows can provide fora that influ-
ence views on topics as diverse as women’s roles in the workplace and 
domestic violence. In addition to traditional media such as radio, televi-
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sion, and print, the internet (particularly social networking platforms 
such as Facebook and Twitter) is a very effective means of reaching target 
audiences. Such new media can be powerful tools to disseminate informa-
tion and build awareness of women’s rights and capabilities.

A number of innovative programs elsewhere in the world provide ex-
amples of how media can be harnessed to shape social norms. The Meena 
Communication Initiative in South Asia has used a variety of media to 
raise awareness of gender inequality and the potential of girls. The initia-
tive featured a girl cartoon character who uses her education to help her 
parents read directions on a package of seeds and detect cheating by a 
trader (Lewis and Lockheed 2007, 186). In Kenya, an initiative to educate 
young girls about the high returns to vocational training increased their 
enrollment in trade-school courses typically dominated by men (World 
Bank 2012a, 33).

Finally, programs could make use of successful female role models to 
demonstrate to young girls that women can succeed in the public sphere. 
A study in India showed that teenage girls who had repeated exposure to 
women leaders were more likely to express aspirations to marry later, 
have fewer children, and obtain jobs requiring higher education (World 
Bank 2012a, 33).

Supporting Evidence-Based Policymaking

Finally, in all countries in the MENA Region, there is a severe shortage 
of good quality data for analysis and policy design. While such data often 
are collected by government agencies, they are not always shared freely. 
This lack of transparency limits the extent to which data can be used for 
research, policy dialogue, and innovation, especially by the private sector 
and nongovernmental organizations. Furthermore, to date, very few pol-
icy interventions are rigorously evaluated. Thus, the lessons learned can-
not be transferred to other contexts.

MENA countries must improve the collection and sharing of detailed 
survey and administrative data to facilitate economic monitoring and the 
design of appropriate policies and reforms. Greater transparency and data 
sharing are essential to improve the success of the Region’s reform ef-
forts. Data on how women use the legal system also are lacking. More 
research is needed to understand how and where women settle disputes, 
whether in the formal court system or in the informal legal system (family 
or informal religious councils). For example, Jordan has extensive data on 
its formal courts that have not been utilized for court-user studies or to 
provide other gender-disaggregated data. Furthermore, the country lacks 
research capacity in these areas.

In addition, the Region needs to perform more rigorous monitoring 
and evaluation of new policies. Many job creation and training initiatives 
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are being tried in MENA countries by governments and private sector 
agents alike (box 5.11; Angel-Urdinola, Semlali, and Stefani Broadmann 
2010).

However, there is limited evidence on how well these initiatives work 
in practice. Rigorous impact evaluation of pilot programs can precisely 
measure the net benefits and cost effectiveness of interventions. This evi-
dence will help policymakers fine-tune the program in the studied coun-
try and can be used to help design similar policies in other countries.

Notes

1. Alesina, Giuliano, and Nunn (2011) go so far as to suggest that, by making 
agriculture a more or less “male-oriented” activity, agroclimatic conditions of 
the past largely determined today’s attitudes toward gender.

2. Booth, Francesconi, and Frank (2002) found that temporary jobs in the UK 
tended to be paid less than permanent jobs. However, these jobs also were ef-
fective “stepping stones” for jobseekers to find attractive companies and even-
tually move into permanent employment.

3. Immervoll and Barber (2006, 36) found that, in many OECD countries, child-
care costs could substantially erode the financial benefits to women from 
working. In some OECD countries, low-paid women actually were worse off 
if they worked and sent their children to child care.

4. Some European countries have programs similar to EITC, including Belgium, 
Denmark, Finland, Sweden, France, and the Netherlands.

BOX 5.11

Learning What Works . . . and What Doesn’t

Recent evidence on the gender impacts 
of grants to microentrepreneurs is sober-
ing. In Sri Lanka, grants had no effect 
on the incomes of women, even though 
women did not invest less in their busi-
nesses than did men (De Mel, McKenzie, 
and Woodruff 2009). These results point 
to the importance of learning what works, 
what does not, and why, through rigorous 
impact evaluations. 

In Egypt, a new project aims to improve 
access to finance to micro- and small enter-
prises, which account for about 99 percent 

of all enterprises. As part of this project, 
post office branches are being used as out-
lets to offer microenterprise loans to disad-
vantaged women in some of the poorest 
1,000 villages. A randomized impact evalu-
ation—the first such initiative in the world 
for a government-run microfinance pro-
gram—has been designed to understand 
the effectiveness of this program. The les-
sons learned will inform both the design of 
future loan products to be offered, and the 
decision on whether to scale up the post 
 office lending model.
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5. Crowdsourcing is a means of leveraging mass collaboration through web tech-
nologies that facilitate information sharing and collaboration. With crowd-
sourcing, tasks are performed by a community of people or crowd through an 
open call, rather than by an employee or a group of employees.

6. The body of evidence is based on India’s reform to include quotas for women 
in village governments. Since the 73rd Constitutional Amendment of 1992,  
no less than one-third of the total number of seats in democratically elected 
village governments, and no less than one-third of the staff of the office of the 
president of the village government, has been reserved for women. 

7. For an overview of the justification for reservations and the main findings from 
India, see Duflo 2005.
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APPENDIX A

Figure O.1 MENA’s Progress in Female Literacy, 1985–2010
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Regions World Bank’s country classification (except MENA. See 
appendix C)

Variables Female literacy rate

Data construction 
methodology

Data in year 1985 is the average of available data from 
1981–85.

Data in year 2010 is the average of available data from 
2006–10.

Regional data (EAP, ECA, LAC, SA, and SSA) were aggregated 
using population-weighted average methodology.

Figure O.2 MENA’s Progress in Women’s Health and Education, 
1985–2010 (Average Annual Growth Rates in Key Indicators)
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Regions World Bank’s country classification (except MENA.  
See appendix B)

Variables – Female life expectancy 
– Ratio of female to male primary

Data construction 
methodology

Data in year 1985 is the average of available data from 
1981–85.

Data in year 2010 is the average of available data from 
2006–10.

Regional data (EAP, ECA, LAC, SA, and SSA) were aggregated 
using population-weighted average methodology.
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data –log( 2010) llog( 1985)
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Figure O.3 Female and Male Labor Force Participation across MENA
Data sources Bahrain: Labour Market Regulatory Authority (LMRA) for national 

population labor statistics 2011 

Djibouti: Governance Survey 2010 

Egypt: Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq: Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007 

Jordan: Labor Market Panel Survey 2010 

Kuwait: Annual Statistical Abstract and “Unemployment in 
Kuwait: Facts and Figures” 2009

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10 

Oman labor statistics: Official estimates for national population 
2009

Qatar: Labor statistics and 2010 Census estimates for national 
population. 

Saudi Arabia: Saudi manpower survey estimates for national 
population 2009

United Arab Emirates: Official estimates for national population 
based on Labor Force Survey 2009

Palestinian Territories-Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
Labor Force Survey (LFS) 2006

Yemen: Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Variables Labor force participation rates for men and women, ages 15–64

Data construction 
methodology

Labor force participation rate is the sum of employed and 
unemployed individuals, as a % of the total economically active 
population, here defined as the population ages 15–64.

Figure O.4 Gender Gap in Unemployment for Young Women
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – Unemployment, youth female
– Unemployment, youth male

Data construction 
methodology

Latest data available were used. Specifically:

Available year

Unemployment rates,  
youth male

Unemployment rates, 
youth female

Algeria 2004 2004
Bahrain 2001 2001
Egypt 2007 2007
Iran 2008 2008
Jordan 2009 2009
Kuwait 2005 2005
Lebanon 2007 2007
Morocco 2009 2009
Qatar 2007 2007
Saudi Arabia 2008 2008
Syria 2007 2007
Tunisia 2005 2005
U.A.E. 2008 2008
Palestinian Territories 2008 2008
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Figure O.5 Women in Legislatures (Lower or Single Houses)
Data sources International Parliamentary Union 2011 (http://www.ipu 

.org/wmn-e/classif.htm)

Variables Women in national parliaments (lower of single houses)

Data construction 
methodology

 Countries’ data were used. 

Figure O.6 Female Labor Force Participation, 1980–2009
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables –  Female labor force participation (% of female population 
ages 15+)

–  Male labor force participation (% of male population  
ages 15+)

Data construction 
methodology

Regional data (MENA, rest of the world, Muslim majority 
countries) were aggregated using population-weighted 
average.

Latest data available were used.

Available year

Female labor force 
participation

Male labor force 
participation

Bangladesh 2009 2009
Indonesia 2009 2009
Malaysia 2009 2009
Pakistan 2009 2009
Turkey 2009 2009

Figure O.7 Public Sector Wage Gap: Difference in Average Hourly 
Earnings for Salaried Workers in the Public and Private Sectors
Data sources Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007 
Palestinian Territories. 

Palestinian Labor Force Survey (PLFS) 2006

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06 

Variables – Hourly earnings for salaried public workers
– Hourly earnings for salaried private workers

Data construction 
methodology

By country and gender, the measure graphed is the 
difference between the average hourly earnings of the 
public and private salaried workers divided by the private 
average.

http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
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Figure O.8 Demographic Transition: MENA’s Male and Female Age 
Structure, 2010 and 2050
Data sources United Nations Dept. of Economic and Social Affairs 

Population Div., Population Estimates and Projections 
Section (UN DESA) 2010–50

Variables – Male population
– Female population

Data construction 
methodology

Regional data (MENA men, MENA women) were aggregated 
using population-weighted average method.

Figure O.9 Necessity to Create Jobs for Women and Men,  
1950–2100 
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – Employed female population
– Employed male population
– Female working-age population (ages 15–64)
– Male working-age population (ages 15–64)

Data construction 
methodology

Regional data (MENA) were aggregated using population-
weighted average method.

Employment Rate = (1 – Unemployment Rate) 2  
Labor Force Participation Rate

Employed Population = Employment Rate 2  
Working Age Population

Assumptions: 

–  Female working-age population and male working-age 
population grow as UN predicts.

–  Female and male unemployment rates and labor force 
participation rates continue to stay at the 2010 levels.

Figure O.10 GCC Primary Nonoil Balance
Data sources International Monetary Fund (IMF)

Variables Nonoil primary balance 

Data construction 
methodology

GCC data over time were used.

Figure 1.1 MENA’s Progress in Women’s Literacy, 1985–2010
See Figure 1.

Figure 1.2 MENA’s Progress in Women’s Health and Education, 
1985–2010 (Average Annual Growth Rates in Key Indicators)
See Figure 2.
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Figure 1.3 Skewed Sex Ratios at Birth and Excess Female Mortality 
in MENA and the Rest of the World, 1990 and 2008 (Girls Missing at 
Birth and Excess Female Deaths after Birth, 000s)
Data sources Staff calculations based on data from WHO 2010 and  

UN DESA 2009

Regions World Bank’s country classification

Variables Girls missing at birth

Data construction 
methodology

Girls missing at birth are estimated through comparisons of 
the sex ratio at birth in countries around the world to those 
in comparable populations with no discrimination. This 
measure also computes excess female (male) mortality by 
comparing the mortality risks of women relative to men in 
every country and every age with those seen in developed 
economies today—the “reference population.”

Figure 1.4 Female-to-Male Enrollment Ratios: MENA Countries, 1975–2010
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – Ratio of female to male primary enrollment (%) 
– Ratio of female to male secondary enrollment (%) 
– Ratio of female to make tertiary enrollment (%)

Data construction 
methodology

Latest data available were used. Specifically:

Available year

Ratio of female-to- 
male primary 

enrollment (%)

Ratio of female-to-
male secondary 
enrollment (%)

Ratio of female-to- 
male tertiary 

enrollment (%)

Algeria 2009 2005 2009

Bahrain 2009 2009 N/A

Djibouti 2009 2009 2009

Egypt 2007 2004 2004

Iran 2009 2009 2009

Iraq 2007 2007 2004

Jordan 2008 2008 2008

Kuwait 2009 2009 2004

Lebanon 2009 2009 2009

Libya 2006 2006 2003

Morocco 2009 2007 2009

Oman 2009 2003 2003

Saudi Arabia 2009 2009 2009

Syria 2009 2009 N/A

Tunisia 2008 2008 2008

U.A.E. 2009 2009 2009

Palestinian Territories 2009 2009 2009

Yemen 2008 2005 2007
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Figure 1.5 More Women Than Men Attend University in Many 
MENA Countries, 2011
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – School enrollment, tertiary, female (% gross) 
– School enrollment, tertiary, male (% gross)

Data construction 
methodology

Latest available data were used. Specifically:

Available year

School 
enrollment, 

tertiary, female 
(% gross)

School 
enrollment, 

tertiary, male  
(% gross)

Algeria 2009 2009

Bahrain N/A N/A

Djibouti 2009 2009

Egypt 2004 2004

Iran 2009 2009

Iraq 2004 2004

Jordan 2008 2008

Kuwait 2004 2004

Lebanon 2009 2009

Libya 2003 2003

Morocco 2009 2009

Oman 2003 2003

Saudi Arabia 2009 2009

Syria N/A N/A

Tunisia 2008 2008

U.A.E. 2009 2009

Palestinian Territories 2009 2009

Yemen 2007 2007

Figure 1.6 Per Capita Wealth Positively Related to Female Health 
Outcomes 
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2005–09

Variables – Female life expectancy at birth (years)
– Per capita GDP at current prices (US$)

Data construction 
methodology

Variables are averaged over 2005–09 and converted into 
logarithmic scale.

Figure 1.7 Boys and Girls Drop Out of School for Different 
Reasons: Evidence from Iraq, Ages 11–24
Data sources Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey 2006–07

Variables Reason for dropping out of school

Data construction 
methodology

Proportion of boys and girls, by reason, aged 11–24, of all 
who dropped out of school was used. 
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Figure 1.8 Female Labor Force Participation across Regions,  
1980–2009
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Regions World Bank’s country classifications. MENA includes all 
income levels. 

Variables Female labor participation rate (% of female population 
aged 15+)

Data construction 
methodology

Latest data available were used. 

Figure 1.9 Female Labor Force Participation Rate, 1980–2009
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Regions World Bank’s country classifications

Variables Female labor participation rate (% of female population 
aged 15+)

Data construction 
methodology

Latest data available were used. 

Figure 1.10 Female and Male Labor Force Participation across 
MENA, 1980–2009
See Figure 3. 

Figure 1.11 Unemployment in MENA and Rest of the World
Data sources Team calculations based on World Development Indicators 

(WDI) 2010

Regions World Bank’s country classifications (except MENA. See 
appendix B)

Variables – Unemployment, female (% of female labor force)

– Unemployment, male (% of male labor force)

–  Unemployment, youth female (% of female labor force 
ages 15–24)

–  Unemployment, youth male (% of male labor force ages 
15–24)

Data construction 
methodology

Regional data (World, MENA, and LMI) were aggregated 
using population-weighted average.

Latest data available were used. 
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Figure 1.12 Tunisia: Unemployment and Participation Rates by 
Governorate, Women Aged 15–64
Data sources Tunisia Labor Force Surveys 2010. 

Variables – Unemployment rates
– Labor force participation rates

Data construction 
methodology

Country data were used.

Figure 1.13 Tunisia: Unemployment and Participation Rates by 
Governorate and Education Level, Women Aged 15–64
Data sources Tunisia Labor Force Survey 2010 

Variables – Unemployment rates by education level
– Labor force participation rates by education level

Data construction 
methodology

Country data were used. 

Figure 1.14 Distribution of Female-Owned Firms by Size
Data sources Business Enterprise Surveys for Algeria 2007, Egypt 2008, 

Jordan 2006, Lebanon 2006, Morocco 2007, Oman 2003, 
Saudi Arabia 2005, Syria 2009, Palestinian Territories 2006, 
and Yemen 2010

Variables –  Firm size is measured by the number of permanent 
workers in the firm.

–  Firms are classified as being owned by a woman if any of 
the principal owners of the firm is female.

Data construction 
methodology

Firms owned by women were classified as micro (fewer 
than 10 workers), small (10–49 workers), medium (50–99 
workers), and large (100+ workers). Figure shows the share 
of female-owned firms by size for each country.

Figure 1.15 Share of Female Workers by Gender of Owner
Data sources Business Enterprise Surveys for Algeria 2007, Egypt 2008, 

Jordan 2006, Lebanon 2006, Morocco 2007, Oman 2003, 
Saudi Arabia 2005, Syria 2009, Palestinian Territories 2006, 
and Yemen 2010

Variables –  Firms are classified as owned by a woman if any of the 
principal owners of the firm is female.

–  Female workers are the number of permanent full-time 
production and nonproduction workers who are female.

–  Total permanent full-time workers are the number of 
permanent, full-time employees that the establishment 
employed.

Data construction 
methodology

Share of female workers is calculated as % of total 
permanent full-time workers.
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Figure 1.16 Women in Legislatures (Lower or Single Houses)
See Figure 5. 

Figure B2.1b Export-Driven Demand for Female Labor over Time
Data sources UN COMTRADE 2007 

UNIDO Industrial Statistics database 2009 (INDSTAT4 2009)

World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables Export-driven potential demand for female labor

Data construction 
methodology

See explanation for box 2.1 figure a.

Figure B2.1a Oil and the Export-Driven Demand for Female Labor
Data sources UN COMTRADE 2007 

UNIDO INSTAT4 2009

World CIA Factbook

World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – Export-driven potential demand for female labor
– Proven oil reserves per capita

Data construction 
methodology

The construction of the export-driven potential demand  
for female labor follows Do and others (2010). Proven oil 
reserves per capita divides proven oil reserves levels (in 
million barrels) by 2011 population. All variables are in 
logarithmic scale. 

Solid line depicts fitted values. Dashed lines are the bounds 
of the 95 percent confidence interval obtained from the 
following regression:

1. All variables are in logarithmic scale so that coefficients are 
elasticities. Standard errors (in parentheses) account for 
heteroskedasticity. Results are robust to adding control variables 
(such as population, wealth) and to removing potential outliers.

2. Robust standard errors in parentheses. ***, ** and * indicate 
statistical significance as 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

Ordinary least Export-driven potential
square regression demand for female labor (log)

Per capita proven oil reserves (log) –0.022*** 
 (0.003)

Constant 3.586*** 
 (0.049)

Number of observations 110

Adjusted R squared 0.303



164 Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa

Figure 2.1 Change in Female Labor Force Participation (Relative to OECD Average)
Data sources UN COMTRADE 2007 

UNIDO Industrial Statistics database 2009 (INDSTAT4 2009)

World CIA Factbook

World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables – Female labor force participation

– Region dummies: World Bank’s country classifications (except MENA. See appendix B)

– Dummy variable if a country is Muslim majority

– Proven oil reserves per capita

Data construction 
methodology

Proven oil reserves per capita divides proven oil reserves levels (in million barrels) by 2011 
population. Proven oil reserves per capita and female labor force participation are in 
logarithmic scale in the regression.

Values graphed are coefficients converted to elasticities (to measure % changes relative 
to the OECD average ) from the following regression:

Female labor force participation (log)

 Ordinary least squares regression Coefficient Std. error
% change relative to 

OECD average^

MENA –0.63 0.11 –0.47

EAP 0.14 0.10 0.00

ECA 0.17 0.05 0.19

SA –0.21 0.13 –0.19

LAC –0.14 0.05 –0.13

SSA 0.24 0.05 0.28

Per capita proven oil reserves (log) 0.01 0.01 0.00

Dummy for Muslim majority country –0.14 0.06 –0.14

Number of observations 175.00
R2   0.56

Note: Robust standard errors; ^ = only coefficients significant at 11 or less % are reported.

Figures B2.2a and B2.2b Respondents from Egypt and Indonesia 
who agree with the statements: “When jobs are scarce, men should 
have more right to a job than women” and “Consider work rather or 
very important”
Data sources World Values Survey (WVS) 2005

Variables –  Percent of female respondents agreeing with the 
statement (% of total female respondents)

–  Percent of male respondents agreeing with the statement 
(% of total male respondents)

–  Percentage point difference (% male agree—% female 
agree)
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Figure 2.2 Respondents from MENA and around the World Who 
Disagree with the Following Statements about Women, Work, 
Education, and Politics
Data sources World Values Survey (WVS) 2005

Variables –  Percent of female respondents disagreeing with the 
statement (% total female respondents)

–  Percent of male respondents disagreeing with the 
statement (% of total male respondents)

Data construction 
methodology

Group data (MENA women, MENA men, world women, 
world men) were aggregated using population-weighted 
average method.

Figure 2.3 In Iraq and Morocco, Women Spent Far More Time Than 
Men on Household Chores and Child Care

Data sources Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey 2007 
(IHSES 2007) 

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 
2009–10 

Variables Individual-level variable on time spent on 
household chores and child care as a fraction (%) 
of total time (excluding sleep, bathing/personal 
care and eating). For Morocco the variable is for 
individuals aged 15–29 years; for Iraq the variable 
is for individuals older than 10 years. 

Data construction 
methodology

Data from the Time Use module was used to 
calculate at the individual level the ratio of the 
time spent on household chores /child care and 
the total amount of time (excluding sleep, 
bathing/personal care, and eating).

Figure 2.4 Percent Who Agree That “Being a Housewife Is Just as 
Fulfilling as Working for Pay”
Data sources World Values Survey (WVS) 2005

Variables –  Percent of unmarried female respondents agreeing to the 
question (% total female respondents)

–  Percent of married female respondents agreeing to the 
question (% total female respondents)

Data construction 
methodology

Countries’ data were used.
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Figure 2.5 Labor Force Participation of Women by Marital Status 
(Aged 15–64)
Data sources Djibouti Governance Survey 2010 

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06 

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010 

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Variables –  Labor Force participation rates for men and women ages 
15–64

–  Marital status is defined as either being married or not. 
Unmarried individuals include never married, divorced, 
and widows ages 15–64.

Data construction 
methodology

Labor force participation of married and unmarried women 
by country

Figure 2.6 Labor Force Participation of MENA Female Immigrants 
to the United States
Data sources Staff calculations based on the 5% US Census in 2000 and 

ACS surveys 2001–09 

Variables Labor force participation (LFP) rates for women ages 18–64

Data construction 
methodology

LFP of married and unmarried women by country of birth 
was used.

Figure 2.7 Marital Gap in Labor Force Participation of Emigrants 
from MENA
Data sources Staff calculations based on the 5% US Census in 2000; ACS 

surveys 2001–09; and Enquête emploi en continu, Institut 
National de Statistiques et d’Etudes Economiques 2009

Variables Labor force participation (LFP) rates for women ages 18–64

Data construction 
methodology

LFP rates of women who migrated after 18 years old, before 
18 years old, and born in country of MENA ancestry were 
used.
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Figure 2.8 Marital Gap in Labor Force Participation of Emigrants 
from Other Regions
Data sources Staff calculations based on the 5% US Census in 2000;  

ACS surveys 2001–09; Enquête emploi en continu, Institut 
National de Statistiques et d’Etudes Economiques 2009

Variables LFP rates for women ages 18–64

Data construction 
methodology

LFP rates of women who migrated after 18 years old,  
before 18 years old, and born in the United States of  
non-MENA ancestry or born in France of non-MENA and 
non-French ancestry

Figure 2.9 Timeline of Legal Reforms in Selected Countries,  
1931–2004
Data sources Women, Business and Law (WBL) team calculations for 

inputs into the World Development Report (WDR) 2012 

Variables Dates of legislation, various countries

Data construction 
methodology

Key legislation dates related to women’s agency were used.

Figure 2.10 Most Common Restrictions for Married Women in Five Regions
Data sources Women, Business and the Law database (World Bank 2012)

Variables Restrictions include:

Sign a 
contract

Open a 
bank 

account

Register 
a 

business

Travel 
outside 

the home

Travel 
outside 

the 
country

Get a 
job

Apply 
for 

passport

Convey 
citizenship 
to children

Choose 
where to 

live

Be  
head of 

household

Data construction 
methodology

 Number of restrictions by Region were counted.
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Figure 3.1 Public Employment as a Share of Total Employment
Data sources Bahrain: Labour Market Regulatory Authority (LMRA) for national population. Average for 

the first quarters of 2008–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Oman: Official estimates for national population; average for 2005–09, table 9-2. 

Qatar: Estimates for national population from the Statistic Authority—Census April  
for 2010

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

UAE: Official estimates for national population based on Labor Force Survey 2009

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Variables From household surveys: Salaried public sector workers as a % of total workers

Bahrain: Public sector employment as share of total employment for Bahraini population

UAE: Share of federal and local government workers as share of total employed national 
population

Oman: Government employment is the sum of Omani workers in civil service, Diwan of 
Royal Court, Royal Court Affairs, and public corporations. Total employment is equal to 
government employment plus total Omanis working in the private sector.

Qatar: Workers in government or government establishments as share of total employed 
population 

Data construction 
methodology

Share of public sector employment as share of total employment was used.

Figure 3.2 Public Sector Wage Bill as a Percent of GDP and Total Expenditure, 2008
Data sources IMF Fiscal Affairs Dept., Employment and Wages database 2010

Variables Compensation of public employees as a % of GDP. Where available, general government 
figures were used; otherwise, central government figures were used.

Compensation of public employees as a % of public expenses. Where available, general 
government figures were used; otherwise, central government figures were used.

Data construction 
methodology

Country-level data were averaged by Region according to the World Bank standard 
regional classification. Number of observations for each Region was: Middle East and 
North Africa (MNA)—10, East Asia and Pacific (EAP)—5, Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
(ECA)—17, Latin America and Caribbean (LAC)—10, South Asia (SA)—5, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA)—36.

Figure 3.3 Public Sector Wage Gap: Difference in Average Hourly Earnings for Salaried 
Workers in Public and Private Sectors
See Figure 7.



Appendix A: Technical Notes for Figures 169

Figure 3.4 Public Sector Employment as Share of Total Employment
Data sources Bahrain: Labour Market Regulatory Authority (LMRA) for national population. Average for 

the first quarters of 2008–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Oman: Official estimates for national population; average for 2005–09, table 9-2

Qatar: Estimates for national population from the Statistic Authority—Census April for 
2010

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

UAE: Official estimates for national population based on Labor Force Survey 2009

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Variables From household surveys: Salaried public sector workers as a % of total workers

Bahrain: Public sector employment as share of total employment for Bahraini population

UAE: Share of federal and local government workers as share of total employed national 
population

Oman: Government employment is the sum of Omani workers in civil service, Diwan of 
Royal Court, Royal Court Affairs, and public corporations. Total employment is equal to 
government employment plus total Omanis working in the private sector.

Qatar: Workers in government or government establishments as share of total employed 
population 

Data construction 
methodology

Share of public sector employment as share of total employment for males and females

Figure 3.5 Incidence of Job Benefits in Public and Private Sectors
Data sources Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Variables Social Security 

Legal contract 

Health insurance

Paid sick leave

Data construction 
methodology

Variables take on values of 1 or 0 based on whether individuals have affiliations with 
social security programs through their work, have a legal job contract, receive health 
insurance at work, or have paid sick leave from work.
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Figure 3.6 Share of Workers with Post-Secondary Education
Data sources Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010 

Variables Educational attainment for all working individuals

Post-secondary education includes university and technical 
degrees beyond secondary education.

Data construction 
methodology

Percent of all workers with educational attainment beyond 
secondary school is calculated for each country.

Figure 3.7 Female Unemployment Rates by Education Level
Data sources Labor Force Survey 2006. Palestinian Central Bureau of 

Statistics

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Saudi Arabia: 2009 Saudi manpower survey estimates for 
national population

Variables Unemployed population at each level of education

Labor force at each level of education

Educational attainment

Data construction 
methodology

Unemployment rates are calculated for individuals at each 
level of education.

Figure 3.8 Subsidies as Share of GDP, 2009
Data sources IMF and other sources. See details below.

Data construction 
methodology

Lebanon: No food or gas subsidies. These data refer to subsidies to the electricity 
company, a fraction of which can be considered consumer subsidies. Syria: For 2009,  
IMF estimates an implicit energy subsidy of 4.9% of GDP (–1.3% implicit prices subsidy of 
6.2% in compensatory measures). The data reported are mostly food subsidies (1.4% 
comes from the Price Stabilization Fund, or PSF, which subsidizes mainly bread and 
sugar). There also are substantial agricultural producer subsidies via administered 
domestic prices for wheat, sugar beets, and cotton. Iraq: Direct fuel subsidies are zero. 
Data reported are basically food subsidies under the Public Distribution System (Source: 
IMF). Indirect fuel subsidies are estimates by IMF of approximately 1.5% of GDP in 2009. 
Kuwait: The data refer to the explicit subsidy number as calculated by the IMF for  
2006–07 and is the last detailed estimate. When many implicit subsidies are counted, 
their total subsidy estimate is actually 32% of GDP (a great part of this amount was in 
social security expenses for that year). The benchmark figure used to add both implicit 
and explicit subsidies is 20% of GDP.
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Figure 3.9 Labor Force Participation and Marriage: Marginal 
Effects Relative to Single Women
Data sources Labor Force Survey 2006. Palestinian Central Bureau of 

Statistics

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010 

Variables Labor force participation

Marital status

Data construction 
methodology

LFP rates are calculated for women according to their 
marital status for each country.

Figure 3.10 Public Expenditure on Education, 2000–10
Data sources UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Variables Public expenditure on education as % of GDP

Data construction 
methodology

Country-level data are averaged by region according to the 
World Bank standard regional classification.

Figure 3.11 Share of Firms Identifying Labor Constraints as 
Biggest Constraint to Doing Business
Data sources World Competitiveness Report, 2010–11. Extracted from 

Country Economic Profiles

Variables Share of firms identifying the following as the most 
problematic factors for doing business: Inadequately 
educated workforce, poor work ethic in national labor force, 
restrictive labor regulations. From a list of 15 factors, 
respondents were asked to select the 5 most problematic 
for doing business in their country and to rank them from  
1 (most problematic) to 5. 

Data construction 
methodology

Bars in the figure show the responses weighted according 
to their rankings.
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Figure 3.12 Countries in Which Fields of Study Are Male- Female-Dominated
Data sources EdStats 2011

Variables – Enrollment in education, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in education, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in humanities and art, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in humanities and art, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in social sciences, business, and law, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in social sciences, business, and law, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in science, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in science, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in engineering, manufacturing, and construction, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in engineering, manufacturing, and construction, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in agriculture, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in agriculture, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in health and welfare, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in health and welfare, tertiary, total
– Enrollment in services, tertiary, female
– Enrollment in services, tertiary, total

Data construction 
methodology

Field of studies is female-dominated when female enrollment is more than 50% of total 
enrollment. 

Field of studies is male-dominated when female enrollment is equal to or less than 50% 
of total enrollment. 

Available years and available MENA countries in each field of study were used.

Field of Studies Available Countries (latest data)

Agriculture Algeria 2006, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, 
Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Saudi Arabia 2009, Palestinian 
Territories 2009

Education Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, Jordan 2008, 
Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 2004, Saudi 
Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009

Engineering, 
manufacturing, and 
construction

Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Djibouti 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, 
Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 
2004, Saudi Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009

Health and welfare Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, Jordan 2008, 
Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 2004, Saudi 
Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009

Humanities and art Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Djibouti 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, 
Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 
2004, Saudi Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009

Science Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Djibouti 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, 
Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 
2004, Saudi Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009

Services Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Djibouti 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, 
Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Saudi Arabia 2009, 
Palestinian Territories 2009

Social sciences, business, 
and law

Algeria 2006, Bahrain 2010, Djibouti 2010, Iran 2009, Iraq 2004, 
Jordan 2008, Lebanon 2009, Morocco 2009, Oman 2005, Qatar 
2004, Saudi Arabia 2009, Palestinian Territories 2009
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Figure 3.13 Occupational Segregation: Industrial Distribution of 
Employment by Gender for Three Gulf Countries
Data sources Kuwait: 2009 Annual Statistical Abstract and on 

“Unemployment in Kuwait: Facts and Figures”

Saudi Arabia: 2009 Saudi manpower survey estimates for 
national population

Qatar labor statistics 2010 Census estimates for national 
population

Variables Economically active population 15+ by occupation and sex 

Data construction 
methodology

Countries’ data were used.

Figure 3.14 Egypt: Share Acquiring Job-Relevant Skills
Data sources Survey of Young People in Egypt (SYPE) 2009

Variables Percent acquiring job-relevant skill

Data construction 
methodology

Share of young people 15–29 years who say “Yes” to have 
acquired specific types of job-relevant skills was measured.

Figure 3.15 Type of Private Sector Worker by Gender
Data sources Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010

Variables Private sector employment 

Self-employed individuals

Salaried workers

Unpaid family workers

Data construction 
methodology

Private sector workers are either self employed, salaried 
workers, or unpaid family workers. The shares of each type 
were calculated for all female and male workers in each 
country.
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Figure 3.16 Informal Workers
Data sources Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010

Variables Size of establishment in which individuals work

Whether the individual has social security coverage

Whether the individual has a labor contract

Data construction 
methodology

According to the literature, informality is defined in three 
ways. The productivity definition classifies as informal those 
who work in establishments with fewer than 5 workers. The 
social protection definition classifies as informal workers 
who do not have social security coverage. Finally, the 
legalistic definition classifies as informal workers who do not 
have a legal contract. 

Figure 3.17 Share of Businesses Reporting Each Constraint as a “Major” or  
“Severe” Obstacle
Data sources Business Enterprise Surveys for Algeria 2007, Egypt 2008, Jordan 2006, Lebanon 2006, 

Morocco 2007, Oman 2003, Saudi Arabia 2005, Syria 2009, Palestinian Territories 2006,  
and Yemen 2010

Variables –  Firms were classified as woman-owned if any of the principal owners of the firm was 
female.

–  Share of businesses that reported each of the identified constraints as major or severe 
on a scale of 0 to 4, where 0 implies no constraint and 4 is a severe constraint. 

Data construction 
methodology

Aggregate constraint indices were constructed for the following categories:

 1. Land: Includes access to land and cost of land

 2. Crime: Includes crime/theft/disorder

 3.   Uncertainty: Includes macroeconomic uncertainty, political instability, and regulatory 
policy uncertainty

 4. Access to finance: Includes access to and cost of finance

 5. Competition: Includes anticompetitive practices

 6. Legal system: Includes legal system/dispute resolution/access to courts tribunals 

 7. Corruption: Includes corruption as a constraint to entrepreneurship 

 8. Infrastructure: Includes telecommunications, electricity, water, and transport 

 9. Labor: Includes labor regulations and availability of skilled workers 

10.  Business regulations: Includes tax rates, tax administration, business licensing, and 
customs and trade regulations.
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Figure 4.1 Average Years of Total Schooling for Females,  
Age 15 and Above, 1960–2010
Data sources Barro-Lee 2010. Paper by Robert J. Barro and Jong-Wha Lee, 

http://www.barrolee.com/main.htm

Variables Average years of total schooling, 15+. Total is the average 
years of education completed among people over age 15. 

Data construction 
methodology

 Countries’ data over time were used.

Figure 4.2 Female Labor Force Participation and Education
Data sources Bahrain labor statistics: Labour Market Regulatory Authority 

(LMRA) for national population 2011

Djibouti Governance Survey 2010 

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey (IHSES) 2007

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010 

Kuwait: 2009 Annual Statistical Abstract and on 
“Unemployment in Kuwait: Facts and Figures”

Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–10 

Oman labor statistics, 2009: Official estimates for national 
population

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics: Labor Force Survey 
2006

Saudi Arabia: Saudi manpower survey estimates for national 
population 2009

United Arab Emirates: Official estimates for national 
population based on Labor Force Survey 2009

Qatar labor statistics 2010 and Census estimates for national 
population

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 2005–06 

Variables Female labor force by level of education

Data construction 
methodology

Panel A:

Graphs the share of national female labor force by level of 
education

Panel B:

Refers to a probit model that estimates the probability of 
female labor force participation as a function of the level of 
education, in which the reference group is uneducated 
women. The model controls for age, marital status, urban/
rural effects, household composition, and effects. See 
regression results in table A2.4.

http://www.barrolee.com/main.htm
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Figure 4.3 Tunisia Female Labor Force Participation by Age  
and Education
Data sources Tunisia Labor Force Survey 2010

Variables Female labor force participation

Data construction 
methodology

Countries’ data were used.

Figure 4.4 Fertility Rates, 1960–2005 (Births per Woman)
Data sources World Development Indicators (WDI) 2011

Variables Fertility rates

Data construction 
methodology

Countries’ data over time were used. 

Figure 4.5 Demographic Transition: MENA Age Structure, 2010 
and 2050
See Figure 8.

Figure 4.6 Necessity to Create Jobs Will Increase over Time
See Figure 9. 

Figure 4.7 GCC Nonoil Primary Balance, 2000–11
See Figure 10. 

Figure 5.1 Women’s Employment Restrictions Pervasive in MENA
Data sources Women, Business and Law database (WBL)  

(World Bank 2012b)

Variables Dummy variables for whether women can work at night 
and whether women can work in the same industries as 
men

Data construction 
methodology

Percentage of countries in which each variable equals 1 was 
used.
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Tables

APPENDIX B

TABLE B.1

Determinants of Human Development Outcomes

Panel A: Education

Female adult literacy
Primary enrollment
male/female ratio

Secondary enrollment
male/female ratio

Tertiary enrollment
male/female ratio

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

MENA (1: yes, 0: no) 0.097 ***–0.235 –0.025 **–0.076 –0.003 **–0.116 0.120 ***–0.158
(0.120) (0.088) (0.037) (0.034) (0.070) (0.056) (0.117) (0.051)

Current per capita GDP (2005) ***0.365 ***0.72 ***0.160 ***0.396
(0.043) (0.019) (0.025 (0.022)

Adjustment R-squared 0.00 0.61 0.00 0.27 0.00 0.44 0.01 0.73
Number  of observations 85 85 146 146 143 143 119 119

Panel B: Health

Female adult literacy
Primary enrollment
male/female ratio

Secondary enrollment
male/female ratio

Tertiary enrollment
male/female ratio

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

MENA (1: yes, 0: no) **0.074 –0.007 ***–1.210 –0.209 **–0.331 –0.079 –0.807 0.058
(0.035) (0.031) (0.273) (0.277) (0.149) (0.153) (0.653) (0.495)

Current per capita GDP (2005) ***0.114 ***–0.870 ***–0.355 ***–1.093
(0.015) (0.142) (0.073) (0.146)

Adjustment R-squared 0.02 0.49 0.10 0.48 0.03 0.42 0.02 0.63
Number of observations 160 160 54 54 149 149 92 92

Note: All variables are in logarithmic scale so that coefficients are elasticities. Standard errors (in parentheses) account for heteroskedasticity. Results are 
robust to adding control variables (such as population, wealth) and to removing potential outliers.  All regressions are population weighted, include a 
constant. Variables are in logarithm (except for the MENA dummy variable), so that coefficients are elasticities. Data restricted to non-OECD countries. 
For data sources and variable definitions, see data source in Appendix C.
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TABLE B.2

Main Manufacturing Exports: MENA Countries
Largest export sector Second largest export sector

 Country Sector name
Share of 

exports (%) Sector name
Share of 

exports (%)

Oil-rich countries

Algeria Manufacture of refined petroleum products 89.1 Manufacture of beverages  4.1

Iran Manufacture of refined petroleum products 93.0 Manufacture of other textiles  3.1

Iraq Manufacture of refined petroleum products 98.4 Manufacturing n.e.c.  0.3

Kuwait Manufacture of refined petroleum products 94.2 Manufacture of basic chemicals  1.6

Libya Manufacture of refined petroleum products 97.4 Manufacture of basic chemicals  1.9

Oman Manufacture of refined petroleum products 89.3 Manufacturing n.e.c.  3.9

Saudi Arabia Manufacture of refined petroleum products 94.1 Manufacture of basic chemicals  3.3

United Arab Emirates Manufacture of refined petroleum products 79.9 Manufacture of motor vehicles  3.3

Yemen Manufacture of refined petroleum products 66.9 Production, processing, and perservation of 
meat, fish, fruit, vegetables, oils, and fats

21.1

Oil-poor countries

Egypt Manufacture of refined petroleum products 53,2 Spinning, weaving, and finishing of textiles 16.9

Jordan Manufacture of basic chemicals 46.8 Manufacture of other chemical products  7.4

Lebanon Manufacturing n.e.c. 18.5 Manufacture of refined petroleum products 13.4

Morocco Manufacture of basic chemicals 42.7 Manufacture of wearing apparel, except fur 
apparel

15.7

Syria Manufacture of refined petroleum products 76.7 Spinning, weaving, and finishing of textiles  5.1

Tunisia Manufacture of refined petroleum products 26.4 Manufacture of wearing apparel, except fur 
apparel

19.3

Note: n.e.c. = not elsewhere classified.



Appendix B: Tables 179

TABLE B.3

General Government Fiscal Balance 
percent of GDP

Average Projected

2000–05 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Oil exporters 7.9 15.1 12.3 12.0  −1.8 2.5 6.9

Algeria 6.6 13.5 4.4 7.7 –6.8 −2.7 5.0

Bahrain2 1.4 2.7 1.9 4.9 –6.6 –7.8 1.6

Iran, Islamic Rep. 2.0 0 2.4 −0.2 −1.9 0.6 4.0

Iraq … 15.5 12.4 −1.2 −21.8 −10.8 –4.4

Kuwait2 27.2 35.4 39.8 19.8 23.5 17.4 22.3

Libya 12.6 33.1 28.6 30.3 7.0 9.2 …

Oman2 8.4 13.8 11.1 13.8 −1.2 6.2 14.2

Qatar 8.8 8.6 10.8 10.3 15.2 12.8 13.8

Saudi Arabia 7.7 24.6 15.8 34.4 –4.7 7.7 12.8

United Arab Emirates3 4.5 18.1 15.4 16.5 −12.6 −1.3 6.5

Yemen 0.0 1.2 –7.2 –4.5 −10.2 –4.0 –6.4

Oil importers –5.7 –4.3 –4.7 −3.2 –5.1 –4.5 –6.2

Djibouti −1.8 −2.4 −2.6 1.3 –4.6 −0.5 −0.1

Egypt2 –9.9 –8.2 –7.3 –6.8 –6.9 –8.1 –9.7

Jordan −3.1 −3.4 –5.5 –5.4 –8.5 –5.4 –6.8

Lebanon2 −15.3 −10.4 −10.8 –9.5 –8.2 –7.2 −10.5

Morocco2 –5.2 −1.8 0.3 1.5 −2.1 –4.2 –4.9

Syrian Arab Republic −2.1 −1.1 –4.0 −2.9 −2.9 –4.8 –6.8

Tunisia −2.6 −2.9 −2.8 −0.7 −2.6 −1.2 –4.3

Memorandum        

MENA1 3.0 8.6 6.4 8.6 −3.4 0.6 3.3

GCC 9.3 22.4 17.5 24.7 −0.8 7.2 12.6

Maghreb1 3.1 10.4 6.0 8.2 −2.9 −0.9 0.1

Mashreq –8.7 –7.0 –7.0 –6.4 –6.5 –7.4 –9.2

Source: IMF. Various years, its data not a publication.
Notes:
1. 2011 data exclude Libya.
2. Central government.
3. Consolidated accounts of the federal government and the emirates Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Sharjah.
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TABLE B.4

Marginal Effect on Probability of Labor Force Participation
Probability of Labor Force Participation Probability of Labor Force Participation

Egypt Jordan Morocco Iraq Palestinian Territories Yemen Djibouti

 Variables Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Primary –0.0127 –0.0103 –0.0590** 0.128*** 0.0130 0.0495*** 0.0182*** 0.0506*** –0.0349*** 0.280*** 0.0137*** 0.0722*** 0.202*** 0.125***

(0.0191) (0.00765) (0.0239) (0.0214) (0.0172) (0.0187) (0.00552) (0.00885) (0.00930) (0.0170) (0.00473) (0.00833) (0.0548) (0.0263)

Secondary 0.294*** –0.000898 0.00171 0.0913*** 0.152*** 0.0193 0.506*** 0.0616*** –0.0228** 0.142*** 0.0439*** 0.0537*** 0.153*** 0.0279

(0.0159) (0.00667) (0.0273) (0.0101) (0.0247) (0.0209) (0.0187) (0.00769) (0.0102) (0.00463) (0.00848) (0.00778) (0.0538) (0.0309)

More than secondary 0.498*** 0.00276 0.317*** 0.129*** 0.405*** 0.0760*** 0.747*** 0.0652*** 0.516*** 0.167*** 0.324*** 0.0562*** 0.156 –0.103*

(0.0171) (0.00730) (0.0323) (0.0120) (0.0547) (0.0253) (0.0179) (0.00654) (0.0160) (0.00494) (0.0270) (0.00836) (0.109) (0.0584)

Age 0.0483*** 0.0220*** 0.0283*** 0.0156*** 0.0155*** 0.0397*** 0.0135*** 0.0189*** 0.0234*** 0.0185*** 0.00583*** 0.0218*** 0.0103 –0.000357

(0.00318) (0.00144) (0.00426) (0.00284) (0.00303) (0.00369) (0.00129) (0.00155) (0.00141) (0.00123) (0.000736) (0.00173) (0.0108) (0.00443)

Age squared –0.0563*** –0.0308*** –0.000375*** –0.000282*** –0.000178*** –0.000565*** –0.000154*** –0.000314*** –0.000274*** –0.000314*** –5.95e–05*** –0.000286*** –0.000203 –4.86e-05

(0.00406) (0.00175) (5.79e–05) (3.40e–05) (3.90e–05) (4.48e–05) (1.70e–05) (1.93e–05) (0.00002) (0.00001) (9.50e–06) (2.12e–05) (0.000133) (3.91e–05)

Married –0.300*** 0.0773*** –0.263*** 0.100*** –0.161*** 0.190*** –0.100*** 0.0928*** –0.179*** 0.129*** –0.0350*** 0.110*** –0.311*** 0.0432

(0.0209) (0.0133) (0.0255) (0.0228) (0.0194) (0.0293) (0.00966) (0.0115) (0.00812) (0.00950) (0.00540) (0.0131) (0.0538) (0.0466)

Divorced –0.107*** 0.0172 –0.00901 –0.118* 0.00163 0.0244 0.0328 0.0304 –0.0473*** 0.0157 0.00152 –0.0764* 0.0785 –0.0100

(0.0319) (0.0201) (0.0382) (0.0607) (0.0318) (0.0638) (0.0263) (0.0299) (0.0123) (0.0293) (0.00723) (0.0444) (0.0949) (0.101)

Widow –0.188*** 0.0334*** –0.119*** 0.0478 –0.0507*** 0.0958* –0.0234** 0.0235 –0.103*** –0.0700 –0.00452 –0.0127 –0.207*** –0.159

(0.0177) (0.0110) (0.0185) (0.0346) (0.0194) (0.0557) (0.0107) (0.0217) (0.00662) (0.0524) (0.00564) (0.0383) (0.0732) (0.154)

Urban –0.0654*** –0.000849 –0.0212 0.0232** 0.0106 –0.0625*** –0.135*** 0.000487 –0.0650*** –0.000165 0.0150*** –0.0223*** 0.0337 –0.151

(0.0125) (0.00541) (0.0134) (0.00994) (0.0139) (0.0171) (0.00604) (0.00504) (0.00567) (0.00499) (0.00322) (0.00647) (0.150) (0.118)

Camp –0.0706*** –0.0447***

(0.00583) (0.00780)

Region effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Household composition Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 10439 10015 6061 6048 3339 3112 32762 29829 30639 32330 23822 20550 1071 1014

Pseudo R2 0.185 0.193 0.265 0.238 0.214 0.144  0.305  0.175  0.272  0.134  0.209  0.149 0.221 0.176

Notes: 
1. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
2. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<01.
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TABLE B.4

Marginal Effect on Probability of Labor Force Participation
Probability of Labor Force Participation Probability of Labor Force Participation

Egypt Jordan Morocco Iraq Palestinian Territories Yemen Djibouti

 Variables Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Primary –0.0127 –0.0103 –0.0590** 0.128*** 0.0130 0.0495*** 0.0182*** 0.0506*** –0.0349*** 0.280*** 0.0137*** 0.0722*** 0.202*** 0.125***

(0.0191) (0.00765) (0.0239) (0.0214) (0.0172) (0.0187) (0.00552) (0.00885) (0.00930) (0.0170) (0.00473) (0.00833) (0.0548) (0.0263)

Secondary 0.294*** –0.000898 0.00171 0.0913*** 0.152*** 0.0193 0.506*** 0.0616*** –0.0228** 0.142*** 0.0439*** 0.0537*** 0.153*** 0.0279

(0.0159) (0.00667) (0.0273) (0.0101) (0.0247) (0.0209) (0.0187) (0.00769) (0.0102) (0.00463) (0.00848) (0.00778) (0.0538) (0.0309)

More than secondary 0.498*** 0.00276 0.317*** 0.129*** 0.405*** 0.0760*** 0.747*** 0.0652*** 0.516*** 0.167*** 0.324*** 0.0562*** 0.156 –0.103*

(0.0171) (0.00730) (0.0323) (0.0120) (0.0547) (0.0253) (0.0179) (0.00654) (0.0160) (0.00494) (0.0270) (0.00836) (0.109) (0.0584)

Age 0.0483*** 0.0220*** 0.0283*** 0.0156*** 0.0155*** 0.0397*** 0.0135*** 0.0189*** 0.0234*** 0.0185*** 0.00583*** 0.0218*** 0.0103 –0.000357

(0.00318) (0.00144) (0.00426) (0.00284) (0.00303) (0.00369) (0.00129) (0.00155) (0.00141) (0.00123) (0.000736) (0.00173) (0.0108) (0.00443)

Age squared –0.0563*** –0.0308*** –0.000375*** –0.000282*** –0.000178*** –0.000565*** –0.000154*** –0.000314*** –0.000274*** –0.000314*** –5.95e–05*** –0.000286*** –0.000203 –4.86e-05

(0.00406) (0.00175) (5.79e–05) (3.40e–05) (3.90e–05) (4.48e–05) (1.70e–05) (1.93e–05) (0.00002) (0.00001) (9.50e–06) (2.12e–05) (0.000133) (3.91e–05)

Married –0.300*** 0.0773*** –0.263*** 0.100*** –0.161*** 0.190*** –0.100*** 0.0928*** –0.179*** 0.129*** –0.0350*** 0.110*** –0.311*** 0.0432

(0.0209) (0.0133) (0.0255) (0.0228) (0.0194) (0.0293) (0.00966) (0.0115) (0.00812) (0.00950) (0.00540) (0.0131) (0.0538) (0.0466)

Divorced –0.107*** 0.0172 –0.00901 –0.118* 0.00163 0.0244 0.0328 0.0304 –0.0473*** 0.0157 0.00152 –0.0764* 0.0785 –0.0100

(0.0319) (0.0201) (0.0382) (0.0607) (0.0318) (0.0638) (0.0263) (0.0299) (0.0123) (0.0293) (0.00723) (0.0444) (0.0949) (0.101)

Widow –0.188*** 0.0334*** –0.119*** 0.0478 –0.0507*** 0.0958* –0.0234** 0.0235 –0.103*** –0.0700 –0.00452 –0.0127 –0.207*** –0.159

(0.0177) (0.0110) (0.0185) (0.0346) (0.0194) (0.0557) (0.0107) (0.0217) (0.00662) (0.0524) (0.00564) (0.0383) (0.0732) (0.154)

Urban –0.0654*** –0.000849 –0.0212 0.0232** 0.0106 –0.0625*** –0.135*** 0.000487 –0.0650*** –0.000165 0.0150*** –0.0223*** 0.0337 –0.151

(0.0125) (0.00541) (0.0134) (0.00994) (0.0139) (0.0171) (0.00604) (0.00504) (0.00567) (0.00499) (0.00322) (0.00647) (0.150) (0.118)

Camp –0.0706*** –0.0447***

(0.00583) (0.00780)

Region effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Household composition Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 10439 10015 6061 6048 3339 3112 32762 29829 30639 32330 23822 20550 1071 1014

Pseudo R2 0.185 0.193 0.265 0.238 0.214 0.144  0.305  0.175  0.272  0.134  0.209  0.149 0.221 0.176

Notes: 
1. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
2. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<01.
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TABLE B.5

Marginal Effect on Probability of Being Unemployed
Probability of Being Unemployed Probability of Being Unemployed

Egypt Jordan Morocco Iraq Palestinian Territories Yemen Djibouti

 Variables Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Youth (15 to 29 years) 0.167*** 0.0189*** 0.221*** 0.0485*** 0.126*** 0.0288* 0.140*** 0.0485*** 0.175*** 0.0144* 0.102*** 0.0201*** 0.266*** 0.162***

(0.0175) (0.00477) (0.0279) (0.0130) (0.0468) (0.0159) (0.0166) (0.00739) (0.0127) (0.00865) (0.0205) (0.00353) (0.0621) (0.0545)

Primary 0.148** –0.00265 0.172 –0.00619 0.0947 –0.0106 0.0302 –0.0103 0.118*** 0.0613** 0.0161 –0.000268 0.0880 0.0846

(0.0655) (0.00618) (0.135) (0.0230) (0.0789) (0.0161) (0.0226) (0.00846) (0.0427) (0.0276) (0.0253) (0.00308) (0.0679) (0.0595)

Secondary 0.418*** 0.0226*** 0.285* –0.0234 0.137** 0.0240 0.0408 –0.0208** 0.207*** –0.0223 0.0946** 0.000852 –0.0931 –0.0465

(0.0355) (0.00613) (0.160) (0.0206) (0.0651) (0.0177) (0.0270) (0.00920) (0.0619) (0.0283) (0.0406) (0.00333) (0.0658) (0.0508)

More than secondary 0.397*** 0.0482*** 0.170** –0.0246 0.0400 –0.0133 0.0500 –0.00749 0.303*** –0.0775*** 0.0226 0.00837 –0.520*** –0.340***

(0.0408) (0.00967) (0.0738) (0.0213) (0.0764) (0.0246) (0.0317) (0.0114) (0.0370) (0.0254) (0.0238) (0.00563) (0.0986) (0.0700)

Married –0.123*** –0.0576*** –0.00140 –0.125*** –0.114** –0.139*** –0.0598*** –0.118*** –0.0796*** –0.116*** –0.0332** –0.0342*** –0.139* –0.350***

(0.0217) (0.00889) (0.0353) (0.0187) (0.0485) (0.0216) (0.0112) (0.00897) (0.0120) (0.00959) (0.0140) (0.00508) (0.0729) (0.0565)

Divorced –0.0542*** –0.00130 –0.0377 –0.0185 –0.113** –0.0186 0.0216 –0.0334 0.0686* 0.0887* –0.0349*** –0.00948*** –0.244* –0.0277

(0.0203) (0.0170) (0.0552) (0.0470) (0.0557) (0.0588) (0.0381) (0.0262) (0.0404) (0.0521) (0.0121) (0.00258) (0.125) (0.172)

Widow –0.0676*** –0.0167** –0.00313 –0.0416 –0.00132 –0.0227 –0.0401 0.00247 –0.263* –0.227

(0.0160) (0.00766) (0.0715) (0.0855) (0.0265) (0.0284) (0.0327) (0.0776) (0.148) (0.198)

Urban –0.00365 0.00854** –0.0478* 0.00745 0.116** 0.0482*** 0.0809*** 0.00586 0.00718 –0.0188*** 0.0132 0.00407** 0.0232 0.0579

(0.0118) (0.00373) (0.0246) (0.00864) (0.0492) (0.0137) (0.0142) (0.00517) (0.0126) (0.00658) (0.0178) (0.00204) (0.331) (0.128)

Region effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Household composition Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 3305 9050 1,451 5,319 542 2503 5,228 27,085 6,681 29,281 1732 17648 403 815

Pseudo R2 0.360 0.228 0.196 0.083 0.181 0.186 0.191 0.107 0.209 0.071 0.241 0.231 0.204 0.149

Note:
1. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
2. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<01.
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TABLE B.5

Marginal Effect on Probability of Being Unemployed
Probability of Being Unemployed Probability of Being Unemployed

Egypt Jordan Morocco Iraq Palestinian Territories Yemen Djibouti

 Variables Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Youth (15 to 29 years) 0.167*** 0.0189*** 0.221*** 0.0485*** 0.126*** 0.0288* 0.140*** 0.0485*** 0.175*** 0.0144* 0.102*** 0.0201*** 0.266*** 0.162***

(0.0175) (0.00477) (0.0279) (0.0130) (0.0468) (0.0159) (0.0166) (0.00739) (0.0127) (0.00865) (0.0205) (0.00353) (0.0621) (0.0545)

Primary 0.148** –0.00265 0.172 –0.00619 0.0947 –0.0106 0.0302 –0.0103 0.118*** 0.0613** 0.0161 –0.000268 0.0880 0.0846

(0.0655) (0.00618) (0.135) (0.0230) (0.0789) (0.0161) (0.0226) (0.00846) (0.0427) (0.0276) (0.0253) (0.00308) (0.0679) (0.0595)

Secondary 0.418*** 0.0226*** 0.285* –0.0234 0.137** 0.0240 0.0408 –0.0208** 0.207*** –0.0223 0.0946** 0.000852 –0.0931 –0.0465

(0.0355) (0.00613) (0.160) (0.0206) (0.0651) (0.0177) (0.0270) (0.00920) (0.0619) (0.0283) (0.0406) (0.00333) (0.0658) (0.0508)

More than secondary 0.397*** 0.0482*** 0.170** –0.0246 0.0400 –0.0133 0.0500 –0.00749 0.303*** –0.0775*** 0.0226 0.00837 –0.520*** –0.340***

(0.0408) (0.00967) (0.0738) (0.0213) (0.0764) (0.0246) (0.0317) (0.0114) (0.0370) (0.0254) (0.0238) (0.00563) (0.0986) (0.0700)

Married –0.123*** –0.0576*** –0.00140 –0.125*** –0.114** –0.139*** –0.0598*** –0.118*** –0.0796*** –0.116*** –0.0332** –0.0342*** –0.139* –0.350***

(0.0217) (0.00889) (0.0353) (0.0187) (0.0485) (0.0216) (0.0112) (0.00897) (0.0120) (0.00959) (0.0140) (0.00508) (0.0729) (0.0565)

Divorced –0.0542*** –0.00130 –0.0377 –0.0185 –0.113** –0.0186 0.0216 –0.0334 0.0686* 0.0887* –0.0349*** –0.00948*** –0.244* –0.0277

(0.0203) (0.0170) (0.0552) (0.0470) (0.0557) (0.0588) (0.0381) (0.0262) (0.0404) (0.0521) (0.0121) (0.00258) (0.125) (0.172)

Widow –0.0676*** –0.0167** –0.00313 –0.0416 –0.00132 –0.0227 –0.0401 0.00247 –0.263* –0.227

(0.0160) (0.00766) (0.0715) (0.0855) (0.0265) (0.0284) (0.0327) (0.0776) (0.148) (0.198)

Urban –0.00365 0.00854** –0.0478* 0.00745 0.116** 0.0482*** 0.0809*** 0.00586 0.00718 –0.0188*** 0.0132 0.00407** 0.0232 0.0579

(0.0118) (0.00373) (0.0246) (0.00864) (0.0492) (0.0137) (0.0142) (0.00517) (0.0126) (0.00658) (0.0178) (0.00204) (0.331) (0.128)

Region effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Household composition Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 3305 9050 1,451 5,319 542 2503 5,228 27,085 6,681 29,281 1732 17648 403 815

Pseudo R2 0.360 0.228 0.196 0.083 0.181 0.186 0.191 0.107 0.209 0.071 0.241 0.231 0.204 0.149

Note:
1. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
2. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<01.





Data Sources

APPENDIX C

Source Comments

Country 
classification

http://data.worldbank.org/about/
country-classifications/country-and-
lending-groups

The flagship follows the World Bank’s 
country classification based on 
geographic locations and/or income level 
(2010 gross national income per capita). 
One exception is its classification of the 
Middle East and North Africa Region  
(see below).

Middle East and 
North Africa Region

http://data.worldbank.org/about/
country-classifications/country-and-
lending-groups

The flagship defines 19 MENA countries: 
Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, 
United Arab Emirates, Palestinian 
Territories, and Yemen. 

World Values 
Survey (WVS)

http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/
WVSData.jsp 

Wave 2005–07.

World 
Development 
Indicators (WDI)

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/
world-development-indicators 

Data averaged over 5-year intervals over 
1960–10.

EdStats http://go.worldbank.org/ITABCOGIV1 Data averaged over 5-year intervals over 
1960–2010.

The Pew Forum of 
Religion and Public 
Life

http://pewforum.org/uploadedfiles/
Orphan_Migrated_Content/
Muslimpopulation.pdf 

2009 estimates of Muslim population in 
the world.

World CIA 
Factbook

https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/
rankorder/2178rank.html 

2010 estimates of proven oil reserves.

LABORSTA (ILO) http://laborsta.ilo.org/ Data on public sector and total 
employment for 2005–08.

IMF Fiscal Affairs 
Dept.

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/
longres.aspx?sk=24193.0

Clements and others 2010. 
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http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators
http://go.worldbank.org/ITABCOGIV1
http://pewforum.org/uploadedfiles/Orphan_Migrated_Content/Muslimpopulation.pdf
http://pewforum.org/uploadedfiles/Orphan_Migrated_Content/Muslimpopulation.pdf
http://pewforum.org/uploadedfiles/Orphan_Migrated_Content/Muslimpopulation.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2178rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2178rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2178rank.html
http://laborsta.ilo.org/
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.aspx?sk=24193.0
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.aspx?sk=24193.0
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups
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Household surveys Djibouti Governance Survey 2010

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey  
(ELMPS) 2006

Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey 
(IHSES) 2007

Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2010

Morocco Household and Youth Survey 
(MHYS) 2009–10

Tunisia Labor Market Survey 2000 and 
2010

Yemen Household Budget Survey (HBS) 
2005–06

Bahrain labor 
statistics

Labour Market Regulatory Authority 
(LMRA) for national population http:// 
blmi.lmra.bh/2011/03/mi_data.xml

Central Informatics Organisation (CIO), 
Kingdom of Bahrain.

Oman labor statistics Official estimates for national population 
http://www.mone.gov.om/book/
SYB2010/2-population.pdf

2009.

Qatar labor statistics Estimates for national population from the 
Statistic Authority—Census April/2010 
http://www.qix.gov.qa/portal/page/
portal/qix/subject_area/Statistics?subject_
area=183

Census April/2010.

United Arab Emirates Official estimates for national population 
based on Labor Force Survey 2009 http://
www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/ReportPDF/DSS_
SS_LF%20Main%20Indicators%202008-
2009.xls

2009.

Kuwait labor statistics http://cso.gov.kw Official estimates for national population 
based on the 2009 Annual Statistical 
Abstract and on “Unemployment in 
Kuwait: Facts and Figures.”

Saudi Arabia labor 
statistics

2009 Saudi manpower survey 
 http://www.cdsi.gov.sa/english/index 
.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_
download&gid=831&Itemid=113

Various tables.

World Bank Doing 
Business

http://www.doingbusiness.org/Data Doing Business provides objective 
measures of business regulations and their 
enforcement across 183 economies.

UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (UIS)

EdStats http://databank.worldbank.org/
ddp/home.do?Step=12&id=4&CNO=1159

Used for estimates of spending on 
education across countries and Regions.

World 
Competitiveness 
Report 2010–11.

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/ 
WEF_GlobalCompetitivenessReport_ 
2010-11.pdf

Source Comments

http://blmi.lmra.bh/2011/03/mi_data.xml
http://blmi.lmra.bh/2011/03/mi_data.xml
http://www.mone.gov.om/book/SYB2010/2-population.pdf
http://www.mone.gov.om/book/SYB2010/2-population.pdf
http://www.qix.gov.qa/portal/page/portal/qix/subject_area/Statistics?subject_area=183
http://www.qix.gov.qa/portal/page/portal/qix/subject_area/Statistics?subject_area=183
http://www.qix.gov.qa/portal/page/portal/qix/subject_area/Statistics?subject_area=183
http://www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/ReportPDF/DSS_SS_LF%20Main%20Indicators%202008-2009.xls
http://www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/ReportPDF/DSS_SS_LF%20Main%20Indicators%202008-2009.xls
http://www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/ReportPDF/DSS_SS_LF%20Main%20Indicators%202008-2009.xls
http://www.uaestatistics.gov.ae/ReportPDF/DSS_SS_LF%20Main%20Indicators%202008-2009.xls
http://cso.gov.kw
http://www.cdsi.gov.sa/english/indexphp?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=831&Itemid=113
http://www.cdsi.gov.sa/english/indexphp?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=831&Itemid=113
http://www.cdsi.gov.sa/english/indexphp?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=831&Itemid=113
http://www.doingbusiness.org/Data
http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do?Step=12&id=4&CNO=1159
http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do?Step=12&id=4&CNO=1159
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalCompetitivenessReport_2010-11.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalCompetitivenessReport_2010-11.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalCompetitivenessReport_2010-11.pdf
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Business 
Environment Surveys

https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/ Algeria 2007; Egypt 2004, 2007, and 2008; 
Jordan 2006; Lebanon 2006; Morocco 
2004, 2007; Oman 2003; Saudi Arabia 
2005; Syria 2009; Palestinian Territories 
2006; and Yemen 2010.

Barro-Lee 2010 Paper by Robert J. Barro and Jong-Wha 
Lee http://www.barrolee.com/main.htm

Cross-country data on years of education 
of women.

UNIDO Industrial 
Statistics Database 
(INDSTAT4 2009)

http://www.unido.org/index 
.php?id=1000309 

Total employment and female 
employment in each manufacturing 
sector used to construct a measure of 
industry-specific needs for female labor.

UN COMTRADE 2007 http://comtrade.un.org/ International trade flows are used to 
construct measures of industrial structure 
for each country. 

Penn World Tables 
7.0—Heston and 
others 2011

http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/php_site/
pwt_index.php

Other macroeconomic variables are not 
available in World Development Indicators 
(WDI) or Barro Lee 2010.

Source Comments

https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/
http://www.barrolee.com/main.htm
http://www.unido.org/index.php?id=1000309
http://www.unido.org/index.php?id=1000309
http://comtrade.un.org/
http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php
http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php
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