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Women of the Gulf
Break Labor Market Barriers:
A Journey in Progress

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Gulf states have broken historical The transformation in girls’ education
narratives around women'’s in the Gulf was a key factor
economic participation Gulf states invested heavily in making education

Over the past three decades, Gulf women have made more accessible for girls and young women. Over
remarkable strides in educational attainment and time, women's educational attainment has soared,
labor force participation. Today, they lead the Mid- surpassingthat of their male peersin most Gulf coun-
dle East and North Africa (MENA) region, with some tries. These gains in education transferred, at least
countries on par with or exceeding global averages. partially, into increased economic participation.

Public sector employment paved the way = Women in some countries are making the

The availability of suitable public sector jobs was transition into private sector employment

a major factor driving Gulf women's entry into the As Gulf countries diversify their economies and devel-
labor market, providing socially acceptable spaces op their private sectors, private firms are increasingly
for economic engagement. However, increases in providing an acceptable environment for women's em-
population and the decline in oil revenues have lim- ployment. Indeed, Bahraini, Omani, and Saudi women

ited citizens' access to government jobs over time. have transitioned successfully to the private sector.
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INTRODUCTION

Women nationals in the six countries of the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) have made remarkable prog-
ress in terms of educational attainment and labor force
participation. GCC countries now lead the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region in terms of female
employment among nationals (i.e., citizens). The rapid
improvement in female economic participation in the
Gulf has propelled them to the forefront of women's
economic empowerment in the MENA region. This
goes against persistent historical narratives that de-
pict the Gulf states as outliers in terms of repression of
women's economic, social, and political freedoms.

While substantial gains have been achieved, more
needs to be done. GCC countries aspire to develop
knowledge-based economies independent of oil and
gas. To achieve this goal, they need to utilize the full
capacities of their respective national workforces,
especially those of educated women. However, while
female nationals are graduating from higher educa-
tion institutions in greater numbers than their male
counterparts, their contributions to the labor market
remain lower, indicating an underutilization of human
capital. Indeed, many legal and social barriers to Gulf
women's full economic integration persist.

Thisissue brief documents the gains in economic par-
ticipation that GCC women have achieved over the
past five decades. It unpacks the forces behind these
advances and highlights what must be done to sustain
them. Our analysis finds that gains in female employ-
ment were due to increases in educational attainment
and an expansion of high-paying jobs in the public
sector sustained through revenues from hydrocar-
bons. It also finds that while these gains appear likely
to persist in the post-hydrocarbon era, continued im-
provements will require additional reforms. Moreover,
ongoing economic diversification efforts may erode

1 i ISSUE BRIEF + MARCH 2023

gains in female economic participation over time un-
less policies are adopted to sustain them.

THE EVOLUTION OF FEMALE LABOR
FORCE PARTICIPATION IN THE GULF

Historically, women of the GCC had the lowest labor
force participation rates in the MENA region, which
in turn had the lowest labor force participation rates
in the world.* Constricting labor laws and a patriar-
chal gender contract—which held that men were the
main breadwinners, responsible for securing income
and sustenance for the household, while women were
responsible for household work and family care—
meant that GCC women were far less likely than men
to enter the labor market. In addition, conservative
social norms precluded women's active participation
in public life and limited their mobility. This was espe-
cially the case among more conservative segments
of society, such as Bedouin communities and small
villages, which restricted women'’s contributions to
the economy.? As aresult, in 1965, women represent-
ed less than 4% of the Bahraini workforce® and only
2.5% of the workforce in Kuwait.*

Gulf countries began to modernize during the
1960s as revenues from oil began flowing in. They
improved their infrastructure, making it easier and
safer for people to get around, and began introduc-
ing social services, including increasing the number
of public schools for girls. They also began hiring
for government jobs, which provided women with a
more regulated, safer, and socially acceptable work-
ing environment than the private sector. As aresult,
by the early 1970s, the situation began to change.
Bahraini women increased their representation to
4.9% of the national workforce and Kuwaiti women
increased their share to 3.3%.° During the 1980s,
rapid economic growth and educational expansion
continued. Bahraini and Qatari women represented
13.7% and 16.8% of the national workforce in 1981
and 1983, respectively.® In Kuwait, women's share of
the national workforce increased to 19.6% in 1985.7

In Saudi Arabia, conservative social norms were slower
to change than in neighboring countries. This was in-



duced by an ultra-conservative religious outlook and

stronger clerical influence over the country's social
affairs. Saudi Arabia also had a much larger and more
spread-out population, which served to slow the pace
of social reform. Saudi women remained highly seg-
regated and were unable to participate in public life or
even, until recently, to drive cars. As a result, female
participation in the Saudi labor market increased at
a slower pace than in the rest of the GCC. As late as
1989, Saudi women'’s share of the national workforce
did not exceed 9%.8 While this was a marked improve-
ment over what it had been two decades earlier, it was
not on pace with the rest of the GCC. Recent reforms
have greatly accelerated this change.

Historically, women's work was discouraged because
it placed them in contact with men who were not their
close kin.® This could be mitigated in work environ-
ments, such as the public sector, where interactions
between the sexes could be limited and relegated to
formal group settings. Over time, as female employ-
ment increased, it attracted more women who saw
safety in numbers and wanted an opportunity to en-
gage with their peers. This encouraged more employ-
ers to cater to them. Yet, while social norms regarding
women's work have loosened somewhat, traditional
gender roles persist. Employed women are expected
to manage their work around family needs. Even high-
income women generally choose to concentrate on
supporting their families and caring for their children,

Figure 1: Labor Force Participation Rates (GCC Nationals)
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despite having access to paid domestic helpers. In-
terviews with Qatari female university students found
that once married, their top priority is to their families
and childcaring, irrespective of their educational and
career goals.™®

BREAKING BARRIERS: THE ROLE OF
PUBLIC SECTOR EMPLOYMENT AND
EDUCATION

During the past three decades, GCC governments
invested heavily in human capital development and
supported women's employment. These efforts
met with marked success. Today, female labor force
participation among nationals in the GCC is consid-
erably higher than the MENA average of 18%; some
GCC countries are on par with or exceed the world
average of 47% (figure 1).!* According to the latest
available data, Kuwaiti women have the highest fe-
male labor force participation rates in the GCC at
54%. They are followed by Bahrain (47%) and Qa-
tar (43%). Saudi women saw their participation rate
skyrocket from 20% in 2018 to 35% in 2022. This
dramatic social transformation followed the 2019
reforms, which provided greater economic oppor-
tunities and social mobility for Saudi women?*? and
demonstrated the magnitude of this population’s
untapped potential. Even Omani women, who have
the lowest participation rates in the GCC (31%),
outperform the rest of MENA.

Saudi Arabia UAE
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World
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on national statistics.*®
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Education was a key factor in transforming female

labor force participation. Over five decades, wom-
en's educational attainment rates have increased
dramatically, surpassing those of their male peers
in most GCC countries. For example, the number
of female Qatari university students in 2021 was
nearly three times that of young men (figure 2).*
In Kuwait, it was more than double. Only in Oman
was there a slightly higher share of young Omani
men enrolled at university. Higher education lev-
els led to an increase in economic participation.
While these increases were lower than expected,
Gulf women appear to have been more successful
in transitioning from school to work than women
in other MENA countries.’

There are several reasons behind this, beyond the
financial ability of Gulf countries to provide free,
high-quality education. Public schools and uni-
versities in the Gulf tend to be gender-segregat-
ed, removing a key potential objection to female

schooling. Schools and universities are also places
where young women can engage socially in coun-
tries where public spaces for women are limited.
Also, girls’ schools tend to have female nationals
as teachers, who provide mentorship and build a
community of learners, while boys' schools tend
to employ foreign teachers, creating discipline
problems and barriers to learning.®

A second major factor behind Gulf women'’s suc-
cess in the labor market was the availability of
public sector jobs. Nationals, both men and wom-
en, have a strong preference for employment in
the public sector as it offers higher wages, ben-
efits, and job security than the private sector. For
national women, the public sector also offers a
safe, female-friendly working environment, lon-
ger maternity leaves, and shorter working-hours,
allowing for a better work-family life balance.*®
With the income generated from oil and (more re-
cently) natural gas, Gulf countries were able to of-
fer substantial public sector employment oppor-
tunities to their citizens, while allowing migrant
workers to take up positions in the private sector.
This both created employment opportunities for
national women that were acceptable to them and
their families and encouraged women to obtain
the necessary education credentials to secure
these positions and advance within the govern-
ment bureaucracy.

Figure 2: Students Enrolled in Higher Education (GCC Nationals)
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GOVERNMENT POLICIES BOOST
FEMALE LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION

Over the years, GCC governments have also ad-
opted policies aimed at improving women'’s human
capital development and labor market outcomes.*®
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) established the
General Women's Union in 1975, which supports
women's needs and proposes legal amendments to
benefit them.? Both Qatar and Kuwait established
business forums for women.?! Bahrain established a
Supreme Council for Women to be consulted on key
issues pertaining to women,? while Saudi Arabia set
up a framework creating more job opportunities for
women in the educational field.?* Additionally, all the
GCC countries, apart from Oman, have ratified the
International Labor Organization’s (ILO) Conven-
tionNo. 111 onjob discrimination in the workplace.4
Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also ratified the ILO
Convention No. 100 on equal pay for equal work for
both men and women.? These policies have helped
improve the labor market conditions facing women.

Gulf countries have also adopted family-oriented
measures that can make it easier for women to bal-
ance work and family obligations. Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia provide pregnant women with up to 10 weeks
of paid maternity leave, and Saudi Arabia requires
establishments employing more than fifty women
to provide childcare facilities. Qatar, the UAE, and
Kuwait provide citizens with subsidized public child-
care, while the latter also provides a child allow-
ance.?® Qatar has recently granted nationals in the
public sector the option of working part-time for
half of the salary and other benefits. This new law

comes as a way to strengthen families and paren-
tal involvement with their children.?” While policies
enabling and supporting part-time work have not
received as much prominence in some parts of the
world, it is a policy that has great potential for Gulf
countries to lead on as it aligns with the declared as-
pirations of women nationals.

Gulf states have also established programs designed
to support young female nationals to enter and re-
main attached to the labor market. For example,
the UAE launched training programs to help Emirati
women prepare for the job market, along with men-
torship programs connecting young female Emirati
graduates with women in policy and legal careers,
with the aim of breaking down barriers to labor mar-
ket entry.?® Saudi Arabia implemented active labor
market policies through its Hafiz program to boost
female employment in the private sector. Although
the program did not target women by design and did
not result in sustainable changes in behavior, 80%
of its job placement beneficiaries were women.?® In
Kuwait, the Women's Research and Studies Center
conducted capacity building workshops to empower
women,*® while in Oman, the Ministry of Technol-
ogy and Communication established Community
Knowledge Centers for Women across the sultanate
to develop women's information technology skills.*!

CONSTRAINTS TO FEMALE LABOR
FORCE PARTICIPATION REMAIN

While GCC women's employment gains should be
celebrated, there remains much to be done. Despite
steady improvements, the Gulf’s legal systems con-
tinue to limit women's mobility and work-related
decisions.*? Until recently, Saudi women were not
allowed to drive and needed a guardian’s consent to
work, apply for a passport and travel, or file a law-
suit.** Laws also restrict women from working under
certain conditions. For instance, women in Kuwait
and Oman are not allowed to work at night, requir-
ing permission from the Ministry of Labor to do so.**
Meanwhile, certain career streams are offered only
to men in public universities. For instance, Qatar
University only offers mechanical engineering to
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male students,** while Omani women cannot serve

as judges.*® Such misalignment between skills and
opportunities suggests an underutilization of the
full human capital capacities of the GCC.*’

Importantly, public sector employment, which has
played a vital role in enabling women nationals’
success in the labor market, has been in decline.
Overtheyears, increasesin populationandalong-
term decline in oil revenues have limited the ability
of Gulf countries to offer government jobs to their

Figure 3: Unemployment Rates (GCC Nationals)
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As Gulf economies diversify away from oil and gas,
they must create a vibrant, productive private
sector that can provide decent jobs for their citi-
zens. Thus, to continue making gains in employ-
ment over the coming decades, Gulf women must
make inroads into the private sector. While social
norms may have adapted to the reality of women
working, these norms must now adapt to the na-
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citizens. As a result, citizens have taken to queu-
ing for government jobs in most countries. This
has led to increases in unemployment rates (fig-
ure 3), especially among young labor market en-
trants.*® In Saudi Arabia, the unemployment rate
among women nationals stood at 29% in 2020 and
7% among their male counterparts. In Oman, the
rate was 17% in 2020 as compared to 4% among
Omanimen. This means that even when they want
to work, female nationals are finding it difficult to
find suitable employment.

Qatar (2022)* Saudi Arabia (2020) UAE (2009)

Country

ture of this work. Gulf countries have indeed been
developing their private sectors in order to diver-
sify their economies. They have also introduced
nationalization strategies to encourage citizens
to seek private sector jobs and incentivize or
mandate firms to hire them. Early indications are
promising. In Gulf countries that are further along
in diversifying their economies, namely Bahrain,
Oman, and Saudi Arabia, national women are
overcoming social norms and successfully tran-
sitioning to the private sector. In each of these
three countries, the private sector now employs
a greater share of national women than the pub-
lic sector. This suggests that national women will
be able to transition to the private sector work in
other Gulf countries as well (figure 4).
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Figure 4: Share of Women's Employment by Sector (GCC Nationals)
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That said, more needs to be done. For example, there
are industries that women find it difficult to enter or
advance in, including construction, engineering, and
security. Women are more prevalent in sectors such
as education, healthcare, and social services. Break-
ing into male-dominated sectors remains difficult
because of discrimination, social norms, and a lack of
interest among women themselves. Another issue is
career advancement. Motivated by profit, private sec-
tor employers may be reluctant to invest in women's
development and training for fear that they will leave
the company to start a family. Indeed, compared to
men, women have less access to skill development
programs and have limited career advancement op-
portunities. They also tend to earn lower wages for
the same positions,*! although this is partly because
they are willing to accept lower wages as they are not
expected to contribute to family income. These are
areas where state intervention may be necessary,
including by providing access to lifelong training and
upskilling opportunities as well as mandating that pri-
vate firms offer women equal pay and opportunities.

Qatar (2021) Saudi Arabia* (2022) UAE (2019)

Country

A related issue is barriers to women's ability to
start businesses in the Gulf.*?> Again, social norms
play a role, but a more important reason includes
legal barriers to securing a permit or a loan with-
out the support of a male guardian or partner.*?
Another issue is a lack of mentorship opportuni-
ties. The dearth of female business leaders and
limits on social interactions with men means that
female entrepreneurs cannot easily access the
guidance and mentorship necessary to steer their
initiatives to success. This creates a vicious cycle
that limits the emergence of the next generation
of women entrepreneurs.** Increasing the preva-
lence of women-owned businesses would both
increase female empowerment and create more
employment opportunities.

Finally, Gulf women have limited social and politi-
cal space to overcome these barriers. While they
are increasingly reaching positions of authority in
government, women are still more likely to occupy
positions in ministries of education, public health,
and social services. Women are less represented
in Gulf legislative bodies and ministries that deal
with issues related to the labor market, com-
merce, and administrative policy.* They are also
underrepresented on the boards of private com-
panies and executive committees, which means
their concerns are not sufficiently voiced within
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the private sector.”® Avenues for forming social

initiatives, collective bargaining, and lobbying are
also generally limited in Gulf countries. In addi-
tion, the lack of public spaces for women'’s social
gatherings like majalis and diwaniyat limits their
networking and career guidance opportunities,
further constraining aspiring female employees
and entrepreneurs.”’

GOING FORWARD

Over the past five decades, Gulf women have
made substantial strides in educational attain-
ment and labor force participation. In this regard,
the GCC leads the rest of the MENA region by
wide margins. However, policymakers need to do
more. Women in the Gulf continue to face barriers
once they enter the labor market. Furthermore, a
main driver of their employment in the past (pub-
lic sector jobs) will play less of a role with the ex-
pected declines in oil revenues over the coming
years. The continued success of GCC women'’s
march towards full economic inclusion will depend
on their willingness and ability to secure jobs in
the private sector.

In addition, women'’s ability to maintain current
levels of economic engagement should not be
taken for granted. Over the past thirty years, fe-
male labor force participation witnessed massive
reversals in countries throughout the MENA re-
gioninresponse to economic liberalization efforts
and public sector retrenchment. In Egypt, for ex-
ample, female labor force participation rates fell
from 23% in 1994 to 18% by 2002, largely due to
a decrease in the availability of public sector jobs.
In Syria, rates fell from 21% in 2000 to 14% by

7 & ISSUEBRIEF * MARCH 2023

2007.%¢ As Gulf states seek to replace oil revenues
with taxes on private sector activity, this will make
private firms more cost-conscious and, possibly,
more reluctant to offer women the services and
benefits they have come to expect. Furthermore,
one might expect the educational and career-re-
lated decisions of Gulf men to change in response
to more limited employment opportunities, thus
increasing competition for the same jobs.

Mindful of these trends, Gulf policymakers need
to move quickly to remove the remaining barri-
ers to female economic participation. Starting
from educational pathways, young women should
have equal opportunities to select, pursue, and
advance within all careers. Additionally, greater
female representation is needed in policymaking
institutions and executive committees to ensure
their concerns are voiced and their needs consid-
ered. Regulations need to be in place to make the
private sector more women- and family-friendly,
while avoiding measures that might increase
costs. These might include providing more gen-
der-segregated opportunities when possible and
allowing more flexible and shorter working hours.
Women in the GCC also need to secure basic
rights related to their economic participation, in-
cluding the right to make employment decisions,
to have a passport and travel without guardian
consent, and to participate in different social and
decision-making activities.

Additionally, more focused effort is needed to in-
crease female entrepreneurship, which remains
low in the GCC.* Simple steps like organizing work-
shops, conferences, and other networking events
targeting aspiring female entrepreneurs would in-
crease access to finance and address the absence of
networking venues for women. These steps would
also provide women with guidance and support,
which are critical elements when starting a busi-
ness. Furthermore, awareness campaigns at job
fairs and student career services could communi-
cate the long-term benefits of entrepreneurship for
females, including the option of shorter and more
flexible work hours.



Finally, additional data and research are needed to

better understand and support women'’s transi-
tions. ldeally, data should track women over time
to find out how many remain attached to the labor
market after getting married and having children,
and whether it is marriage or children that drives
their decisions to leave. In addition, it would be
good to consider women's decision-making pro-
cess about returning to work once their children
are old enough. It is also important to know what
share of young women wish to have lifelong ca-
reers versus what percentage are looking for
something to do to keep them engaged socially,
which may determine the potential to remain at-
tached or return to work after leaving temporarily.
Finally, itis critical to look at what policies and ser-
vices might induce women to stay attached, such
as the availability of part-time work and quality
childcare facilities.
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