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Summary  

This report examines the progress of women in the Maghreb region (Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and 

Tunisia) and the gaps remaining in human capital, economic participation, and political agency. 

Despite girls in the Maghreb outperforming boys in education and health, this progress has not yet 

translated into equal economic participation. Female labor force participation remains strikingly low 

at 17 percent in Algeria, 20 percent in Morocco, 27 percent in Tunisia and 35 percent in Libya.  

Women in the Maghreb face occupational segregation and are overrepresented in low-paying 

service sector jobs and informal employment. Restrictive and persistent patriarchal norms and legal 

barriers limit women’s access to credit and assets. In the political sphere, while there have been 

advancements through quota systems, women remain underrepresented in leadership roles, and 

gender-based violence – along with the belief that it is justified – continues to be common. Tunisia 

serves as an encouraging example with higher female business ownership and women’s 

representation in government. 

The Maghreb region faces significant potential for positive change and economic growth with higher 

women’s workforce participation. Rising qualifications in STEM fields, digital technologies, and 

improved access to finance present promising opportunities to bridge existing gender gaps. 

Comprehensive and consultative reforms tailored to each country’s economic and social context are 

needed to address entrenched social norms, modernize legal frameworks, and close the digital 

gender gap. The World Bank Development Committee paper “Jobs: The Path to Prosperity” offers a 

promising potential framework for countries in the Maghreb to make further progress on this 

agenda. 

 

 

 

  



 
 

  

1. Introduction  

The Maghreb countries of Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia have undergone political transitions in recent 

years and are implementing institutional reforms, all while contending with a range of socioeconomic 

challenges.1 The Arab Spring resulted in turbulent geopolitics in the Maghreb: Tunisia has witnessed political 

instability, Libya remains in a political stalemate, while Morocco is facing economic challenges from climate 

and commodity shocks. Oil and natural gas have somewhat buffered Algeria’s economy, but social demands 

for change continue to be an issue. The consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and a 

tense regional and global environment because of conflicts in the Middle East and Europe have amplified 

existing challenges for the Maghreb economies and led to price rises, threatened food security, and 

constrained economic opportunities, especially for the vulnerable and poor.  

The development models implemented by the Maghreb countries are mostly resource-based in Algeria and 

Libya, and more economically diverse in Morocco and Tunisia, where agriculture and service sectors like 

tourism have a higher share in the economy. Infrastructure limitations and a lack of employment 

opportunities have left disadvantaged regions and social groups behind. In the Maghreb, remote areas are 

often the poorest, with limited access to public services. The calls for more inclusive, sustainable, and resilient 

growth patterns are not new, but they are growing louder and more urgent. In particular, women are not 

involved in economic or political decision-making, especially in rural areas. This exclusion costs women, 

families, and society as a whole.  

Despite improved development outcomes for girls in health and education, women continue to face barriers 

in converting their human capital into economic outcomes. Women’s human capital is underutilized in the 

Maghreb economies, where adult labor force participation is between 25-30 percentage points lower among 

women compared to men.2 Women’s limited inclusion in economic and political affairs stems, in part, from 

the weak performance of the region’s national economies, which have only contracted further after the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Social restrictions are another barrier to gender inclusion. Patriarchal gender norms and 

restrictive cultural beliefs impede women’s ability to enter and stay in the labor force, their agency, and their 

ability to assume positions of leadership. The limited political support for gender equality and women’s 

empowerment has contributed to large gender gaps in public and economic realms. 

This note provides a cross-country snapshot of women’s participation in the economy and the public sphere 

in the Maghreb. It includes a review of gender inequities, progress made, and gaps remaining in female 

human capital, economic and political outcomes, and women’s voice and agency. The structure of this note 

is informed by the different dimensions identified by the 2024–2030 World Bank Group Gender Strategy 

(2024) (Figure 1) and the gender equality framework presented by the World Bank’s World Development 

Report 2012 on endowments, economic opportunities, and agency. The next section (Section 2) examines 

human capital accumulation in education and health by girls and women in the Maghreb. Section 3 focuses 

on women’s economic participation, and Section 4 on women’s voice and agency, with special attention to 

gender-based violence (GBV). Following a comparative approach, the note aims to understand the gendered 

socioeconomic landscape in the Maghreb, relative to its Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and 

global peers.  

 
1 For purposes of this report, the terms “Maghreb,” “Maghreb region,” and “Maghreb countries” refer to the countries of Algeria, 
Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia only. 
2 World Bank Gender Data Portal, available at https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/indicator/sl-tlf-acti-zs 

https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/indicator/sl-tlf-acti-zs


 
 

  

Figure 1: Gender strategy 2024–2030 

 

 
Source: World Bank Group 2024 (top); World Bank 2012 (bottom). 

 

2. Human capital accumulation  

This section explores human capital accumulation in the Maghreb, defined as the potential of individuals to 

become active in their countries’ growth and production processes. Human endowments are mainly 

measured by education and health outcomes, which are presented after a discussion on the Human Capital 

Index (HCI) and the Human Development Index (HDI). 

 

2.1 Girls in the Maghreb have a slightly higher average HCI score than boys, but this edge does not 

carry over to adult women per the HDI.  

Women in the Maghreb are more educated than ever before, and they have better health outcomes. 
Maghreb countries have high female adult literacy rates. Life expectancy at birth is higher than the global 
and MENA averages, and it has increased by about five years over the last two decades, like the global 
average, while the MENA region has gained only about four years (World Bank 2024b, World Development 
Indicators (WDI) 2022 data). The HCI score in the Maghreb is comparable to the MENA average of 0.57. This 
means that a child born today in Algeria, Morocco, or Tunisia—where data are available—will be only about 
half as productive when she grows up as she could be if she benefitted from complete education and full 
health (World Bank 2022b) (Box 1). The average HCI score for boys is slightly lower than for girls in Algeria, 
Morocco, and Tunisia ( 
 
 
 

 



 
 

  

 
Figure 2). This early advantage in human capital is neglected over the lifecycle. The consequences of a low HCI 
are also transmitted to subsequent generations (World Bank Group 2020a). Improved human capital 
endowments, particularly for women, are associated with better child outcomes, higher income for 
households, and even greater cohesion in societies (World Bank 2021a). Thus, it is a central driver for 
sustainable growth and poverty reduction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Gender-disaggregated human capital in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, 2020 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

Human capital accumulation varies considerably within a given country, highlighting endowment gaps 

among social groups, where the vulnerable and the poor are the most disadvantaged. Although data are 

not available to allow for socioeconomic status disaggregated HCI scores in the Maghreb, insights on 

subnational human capital inequalities between socioeconomic groups and regions could be predicted. 

Within countries, both in the Maghreb and globally, wealthier households have better human outcomes than 

poorer ones. For example, in Morocco (Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019), 91 percent of girls ages 

Box 1: The Human Capital Index 

The Human Capital Index (HCI) measures the human capital that a child born today can expect to attain 

by her eighteenth birthday given the risks of poor health and poor education prevailing in her country. 

The index incorporates measures of different dimensions of human capital: health (child survival, stunting, 

and adult survival rates), and the quantity and quality of schooling (expected years of school and 

international test scores).  

The HCI conveys the productivity of the next generation of workers compared to a benchmark of complete 

education and full health. Worldwide, a child born in 2020 can expect, on average, to be 56 percent as 

productive as she could be when she grows up. 

HCI scores range between 0 and 1, where the index takes the value of 1 only if the average worker in the 

country will achieve both full health (defined as the absence of stunting and an adult survival rate of 100 

percent) and full education potential (14 years of high-quality school by age 18). 

Source: World Bank 2022a 



 
 

  

15 to 17 attended school in urban areas compared to 39 percent in rural areas. The life expectancy at birth 

for rural women is 75 years, compared to 80 years for urban women.  

COVID-19, conflicts, and extreme weather shocks have negatively impacted the Maghreb’s human 

endowments, especially for women. External shocks can have devastating intergenerational impacts on 

countries’ existing and future stock of human capital. This has been the case for the Maghreb countries over 

the last decade, especially Libya and Tunisia, which have undergone political transition and peace building 

processes, while struggling to overcome the socioeconomic repercussions of the Arab Spring. According to 

the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) HDI database, since 2010, and even before the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Libya had lost 9 points in its HDI ranking. Girls’ participation in education has declined 

and adolescent girls are at risk of early or forced marriage (OCHA 2017, 41) in conflict areas, sometimes 

reportedly as a means to protect young females from sexual violence and GBV (Carter 2018). In addition, 

while data on the COVID-19 impacts on human capital outcomes are only just beginning to emerge, HCI based 

simulations suggest that for low-income economies, such as those in the Maghreb, young children today can 

expect their human capital to be up to 1 percent lower than it would have been absent COVID-19 (World 

Bank 2021a), rolling back many years of human capital progress. In the Maghreb, as in all of the MENA region, 

it is anticipated that women and girls will be differentially impacted. Dropout rates disproportionately affect 

girls, since they often take on extra care responsibilities instead of going to school or engaging in home-

schooling activities (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2020a). Russia's 

invasion of Ukraine and the subsequent global food crisis might increase food insecurity in the Maghreb 

countries, since they rely heavily on grain from Europe (FAO 2022). Since 2021, food prices have risen in the 

Maghreb, most significantly in Morocco, which has seen an increase of 4.3 percent (Serrano 2022). According 

to global trends for the past eight years, women are more food insecure than men (FAO 2022), with girls and 

women in the Maghreb more likely to experience malnutrition and stunting as a consequence. 

Most of the Maghreb countries are ranked among countries with high human development, albeit with a 

gender gap. According to UNDP (2022), the HDI for Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya is greater than 0.73, ranking 

these countries 91, 97 and 104, respectively, among 191 economies. Morocco lags behind with an HDI of 

0.68 and an HDI ranking of 123. When comparing individual outcomes measured in the HDI between women 

and men (see Box 2 and Figure 3), the considerably lower estimated income of women as compared to men 

across all Maghreb countries is what drives the gender gap in the overall HDI value to be in favor of men. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 2: The Human Development Index 
  
The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index that measures average achievement in three basic 
dimensions of human development and is the geometric mean of normalized indices for each of the three 
dimensions: 

A long and healthy life – measured by life expectancy. 

Access to education – measured by expected years of schooling of children at school-entry age and mean years of 
schooling of adult population. 

Decent standard of living – measured by gross national income per capita adjusted for the price level of the 
country. 

The HDI was created to emphasize that people and their capabilities should be the ultimate criteria for assessing the 
development of a country, not economic growth alone.  

Source: UNDP Gender Development Index for 2022 



 
 

  

Figure 3: HDI by gender, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: UNDP Gender Development Index for 2022. 
Note: Arab States refer to: Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, 
Oman, West Bank and Gaza, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. 
 

2.2 Girls in Maghreb countries outperform boys in school enrollment at nearly all levels of 

education. 

Access to preschool education in the Maghreb countries is low, with significant rural-urban disparities, 

while primary school enrollment is nearly universal, and gender gaps are closing (Figure 4). Over the 2000–

2021 period, Tunisia reversed the gender gap in pre-primary education, but overall gross enrollment, 

irrespective of a child’s gender, is low at 44 percent in 2018, though growing at an average annual rate of 22 

percent (UNICEF and L’Institut National de la Statistique 2018). In 2019, pre-primary enrollment was 63 

percent in urban areas compared to 28 percent in rural areas. In Morocco, 60 percent of preschool children 

were enrolled in 2019, although rural girls were only enrolling at rates half that of their urban and male peers 

(Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019). Pre-primary education is not accessible to most of the 

population of Libya, since it is not compulsory and is provided by the private sector (UNICEF 2018). Recent 

data are unavailable, but estimates suggest that 18 percent of five-year-olds were in early childhood 

education programs in 2015 (World Bank 2015a). Data on preschool enrollment from Algeria indicates gender 

parity and enrollment rates of 79 percent in 2011 (World Bank 2024b, WDI). Primary school enrollment, on 

the other hand, is almost universal, and the gender gap is closing in most of the Maghreb countries. Tunisia 

closed this gap in 2017, while Algeria and Morocco have achieved near gender parity in primary school 

enrollment. Pre-revolution data from Libya shows gender parity trends as of 2001, although marginal 

disparities began to emerge in 2006, with fewer girls attending. UNICEF (2018) reported gross enrollment of 

96.7 percent for children in primary school, including near total enrollment of displaced Libyan children.  
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Figure 4: Gross preprimary, 2000-2021 (left) and primary school enrollment, 2000-2023 (right) for girls and boys in the 

Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole  

 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

Access to secondary and tertiary education has grown across the Maghreb, with the gender gap reversed 

in most countries. Algeria reached full secondary school enrollment for boys and girls in 2011, although 

recent data are unavailable (Figure 5, left). Tunisia recorded 99.3 percent female enrollment by 2016, with 

girls consistently outperforming boys since 2000. Pre-revolution Libya showed a similar trend, with 97 

percent secondary enrollment overall in 2006, including displaced children (UNICEF 2018). However, 

Morocco trails behind, with only 84.1 percent of male and 78.2 percent of female adolescents enrolled, 

slightly below the 2019 MENA female average of 79.8 percent. The share of women enrolled in tertiary 

education in the Maghreb (except in Libya) is 41 percent, which is comparable to the global average (45 

percent), and twice the lower- and middle-income country average (World Bank 2024b, WDI 2020). All 

Maghreb, as well as MENA, countries have higher tertiary school enrollment for girls versus boys (Figure 5, 

right). Pre-revolution data from Libya (2003) show 63 percent female tertiary enrollment by 2003, a rate 

Algeria reached only in 2020. Tunisia however, witnessed stagnant trends of gross tertiary enrollment for 

both boys and girls—the latest rates are 27.8 percent and 48 percent, respectively. 

Figure 5: Gross secondary, 2000–2019 (left) and tertiary, 2000–2022 (right) school enrollment for girls and boys in the 

Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole 

     

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 



 
 

  

 

 

Girls are enrolled in technical and vocational education and training at high rates, although this kind of 

education and training is viewed less favorably than more traditional curricula. In the Maghreb, technical 

and vocational education and training offers skills to pursue occupations in various economic sectors such as 

industry, tourism, and agriculture. While vocational training is not always an attractive alternative to 

conventional education, especially for girls, the negative perception of vocational training is not inhibiting 

girls from pursuing it (UNICEF 2021b). For example, in Morocco and Tunisia, about one-third of those 

pursuing vocational training are girls (Morocco Conseil Supérieur de l'Éducation, de la Formation et de la 

Recherche Scientifique 2018; Tunisia Ministry of Vocational Training and Employment 2018), while the 

figures for Algeria and Libya are slightly higher, at approximately 40 percent (Algeria Minister of Training and 

Professional Education 2019; Libya National Board for Technical and Vocational Education 2017).  

Rural residence and lower economic backgrounds further disadvantage girls’ access to education. 

Enrollment is higher in coastal and developed areas compared to remote regions like the steppes, mountains, 

and deserts, where poor infrastructure, economic challenges, and sociocultural norms often hinder girls’ 

education. In Morocco, for 2018, only 25 percent of rural girls were in preschool versus 54 percent in urban 

areas. For secondary school, the net enrollment rate of rural girls was 40 percent compared to 80 percent 

for urban girls, and just 12.5 percent of rural girls attended high school compared to 58 percent in cities 

(Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019).  

The conflict and ongoing instability in Libya have served as major hindrances to children’s schooling, 

especially for girls. Although recent data on education in Libya is limited, the crisis that has been ongoing 

since 2011 has damaged vital education infrastructure and impacted the education system’s delivery, 

outreach, coverage, retention, and quality, with some areas more affected than others (GCPEA 2018, 163; 

Carter 2018). OCHA (2017) identified adolescent girls as particularly vulnerable to missing out on education, 

in addition to refugees and internally displaced children. A 2017 assessment of eight areas with a large 

number of internally displaced persons and the greatest needs found that about 30 percent of school-aged 

children (from 4 to 17 years old) were not enrolled. Families who do have access to functioning schools are 

often not sending their children because of the perceived or actual danger of children becoming victims of 

violence, especially in urban centers (Carter 2018). Girls are especially vulnerable to violence and insecurity 

in Libya, and this negatively impacts their education. Suffering severe human rights violations (including 

sexual and GBV), women and girls’ access to the public sphere—including going to school in some areas—

has been restricted (Carter 2018). Therefore, adolescent girls are at risk of early or forced marriage (OCHA 

2017, 41).  

Changes in schooling policies and significant resource mobilization have altered existing gender norms in 

favor of girls’ education. Since their independence, education and training have become high priorities for 

the Maghreb countries, which have instituted laws on obligatory schooling for boys and girls and committed 

a substantial proportion of their resources to the education sector.3 Algeria and Tunisia are among the 

countries that have the highest proportional spending on education in the world. In 2015, 28 percent of the 

population in Algeria attended school, while more than one-fifth of the state budget or 7.5 percent of gross 

domestic product (GDP) was spent on education and training (UNICEF 2015). Tunisia’s average expenditure 

on education between 2019–23 was 6.7 percent of its GDP. Information on Libya’s expenditure on education 

as a share of GDP is outdated, at about 2.3 percent—the lowest in the Maghreb—in 1999 (World Bank 2024b, 

WDI 2023). Morocco spends 5.3 percent of its GDP on education, and it allocated US$350 million from its 

 
3 Tunisia : Loi d'orientation N°2002-08 du 2002. 2002. Republic of Tunisia. 
  Algeria : Loi d'orientation sur l'éducation nationale de 2008. 2008. People's Democratic Republic of Algeria. 
  Morocco : Dahir n° 1-63-071 du 13 Novembre 1963. 1963. Kingdom of Morocco. 
  Libya: Constitutional Declaration. 1969. Libya. 



 
 

  

2020 budget to strengthening social support for schooling for vulnerable groups, especially girls in rural areas 

(Morocco Minister of Economy, Finance and Administration Reform 2020).  

 

2.3 Learning outcomes do not match the progress in access to education in the Maghreb, but the 

gender gap in many indicators has effectively closed. 

Despite being close to universal primary school enrollment, quality education is a concern in the Maghreb 

for boys and girls, with girls currently outperforming boys. Figure 6 plots harmonized text scores based on 

major international student achievement testing programs for the Maghreb countries, where data are 

available. Maghreb countries perform at the lower end of the international scale, which ranges from 300 

(minimum level) to 625 (advanced achievement). The learning poverty indicator also reveals the extent of 

the issue, although data are from different points in time: 65 percent of 10-year-olds could not read or 

understand a simple text by the end of primary school in Tunisia (2011), compared to 68 percent in Algeria 

(2007), and 60 percent in Morocco (2021). These are higher than the MENA region average of 58 percent 

(World Bank 2024b, WDI 2019). Harmonized test scores (which is a component of the HCI) are not available 

for Libya, but challenges are pervasive because of limited access to preschool in addition to inefficient policies 

and lack of sectoral reforms. Another factor in Libya is the lack of coordinated investment planning and 

management, leading to the uncontrolled hiring of staff (UNICEF 2018). Notwithstanding, girls outperform 

boys in each Maghreb country where data are available, present more positive attitudes toward school and 

learning, and have higher expectations for themselves (OECD 2015).  

Figure 6: Harmonized test scores in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, 2020  

         
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal accessed June 2022; adapted from Patrinos and Angrist 2018 based on major international 

student achievement testing programs. 

Note: Scale: 625 represents advanced attainment and 300 represents minimum attainment. 

 

Female graduates in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields outnumber males, 

but a skills mismatch persists. About half of Maghreb university graduates in STEM-related fields are women. 

The female share of STEM graduates is 58 percent in Algeria (2018), 45 percent in Morocco (2017), and 55 

percent in Tunisia (2018) ( 

 

Figure 7). These levels are higher than the average for middle- and high-income/OECD countries, and above 

the world average of 35 percent (UNESCO 2017). However, STEM curricula in the Maghreb are often 

theoretical and do not satisfy the skills demand of employers, with important skills gaps left untouched, 
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especially in innovative and new technology and digital knowledge areas (World Bank 2022c). Moreover, 

vocational training offerings are often disconnected from labor market needs, both at the sectoral and the 

geographic level, especially for emerging sectors such as renewable energy, and green and digital growth 

(ILO (International Labour Organization) 2014).                      

 

Figure 7: Female share of STEM graduates in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

School dropout rates in the Maghreb region are higher among boys and rural girls. A reversed gender gap 

is evident from trends in school completion rates across the Maghreb countries, where data are available. 

Girls have higher rates of secondary completion across Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco ( 

Figure 8: Lower secondary completion rate (% of relevant 
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Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

Source : Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019.  
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Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

Source : Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019.  

 

, bottom), rural girls face dropout rates nearly four times higher than urban girls at the secondary level.  

Figure 8: Lower secondary completion rate (% of relevant 
age group) in all available Maghreb countries;  

Secondary dropout rate (%) in Morocco 

  

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved June 2022. 

Source : Morocco Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2019.  

 

The conflict in Libya differentially impacted girls, particularly from refugee and internally displaced person 

households. During the conflict years, women’s and girls’ access to the public sphere, including going to 

school, was restricted, as households considered the need to protect them and safeguard the family’s honor 

(Carter 2018). Armed conflicts have affected girls’ physical and mental health, impacting their ability to access 

and benefit from education (OCHA 2018). Other obstacles include social norms that support harmful 

practices, such as child marriage (Larsson and Mannergren 2014, 21). In other parts of the Maghreb as well, 

poor rural infrastructure and safety concerns are the main reasons girls stop attending school. The number 

of secondary schools is not sufficient, and boarding houses and transportation are not available in many rural 

areas. COVID-19 also caused schools across the Maghreb, and the rest of the world, to close, leaving millions 

of students to learn remotely. Estimates from other parts of the world suggest that the pandemic has 

disproportionately affected girls’ dropout rates, and gendered digital divides imply that girls face more 

difficulties accessing information and communications technology-based learning due to their overall lower 

levels of digital inclusion (UNESCO 2020). The internet penetration rate for MENA women was 44 percent in 

2019 compared to 59 percent for their male counterparts (ITU 2019). 
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2.4 Women in the Maghreb have seen improvements in reproductive health and are expected to 

live longer and healthier lives. Trends in fertility rates, however, are uneven across countries.  

Maghreb women are expected to live longer and healthier lives. The health dimensions of the HCI, such as 

adult survival and non-stunted rates in the Maghreb are better for girls and women than their male peers 

(Figure 9). Average female life expectancy at birth in the Maghreb is higher than the MENA average (75 years), 

has increased by 6 years over the last two decades, and is 3.5 years higher than for males (World Bank 2022a). 

While the unrest in Libya has halted the increasing trend in overall life expectancy, the improvements 

achieved in the other Maghreb countries are a result of increased expenditures on healthcare, though 

challenges in infrastructure and access to services remain. For example, Algeria doubled its expenditure on 

healthcare as a share of GDP from 3.6 percent in 2003 to 6.4 percent in 2017, growing at an average annual 

rate of 4.57 percent (World Bank 2024b, WDI).  

Figure 9: Health HCI indicators by gender in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, 2022 

 
Source: World Bank 2022a, HCI for Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia. 

Maternal mortality (MM) is decreasing across all the Maghreb countries except Libya, but the region sees 

uneven trends in fertility. In 2020, Algeria, Libya, and Morocco recorded MM ratios of 72-78 deaths per 

100,000 live births. Only Tunisia, at an MM ratio of 37, performed better than the MENA average. Despite 

high prenatal care (95.3 percent in 2019) and skilled birth attendance (98.8 percent in 2019) rates, Algeria 

has the highest MM rate in the Maghreb. Libya’s MM ratio has increased since 2011 to 72 per 100,000 live 

births in 2020 because of the detrimental effect on health infrastructure from the ongoing conflict. Morocco 

saw the most significant improvement, with MM dropping 178 points over two decades, despite lower 

prenatal care (88.5 percent in 2018) and skilled birth attendance (86.6 percent in 2018) rates than other peer 

countries (Figure 10). Predictably, MM rates are higher in disadvantaged regions and among vulnerable 

groups. In Morocco, rural MM rates are 2.5 times higher than urban rates, with significant inequalities in 

emergency obstetric care and antenatal care access (Santemaghreb.com 2021). This disparity is similar across 

the Maghreb. Fertility rates, on the other hand, show uneven trends (Figure 11). From 2000 to 2021, fertility 

rates dropped significantly in Morocco and Libya, from 2.8 and 2.9 in 2000 to 2.3 and 2.5, respectively in 
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2021. Conversely, Algeria’s fertility rate increased to 2.9, driven by sociopolitical stabilization, younger age at 

marriage, and housing and employment policies that favor large families (Algeria National Office of Statistics 

2019). During this period Algeria witnessed reduced contraception use, from 55.9 percent in 2000 to 47.9 

percent in 2012.  

Figure 10: Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live 
births) in the Maghreb and the MENA region as a 
whole, 2000-2020 

Figure 11: Fertility rate (births per woman) in the 
Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole, 2000-2021 

  

Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved January 

2024. 

Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved January 

2024. 

 

Social norms significantly influence girls’ and women’s sexual and reproductive health in the Maghreb. 

Globally, fertility decline is linked to the rising average age of marriage for women and socioeconomic 

improvements. However, since 2005, the mean age of first marriage has been decreasing in most Maghreb 

countries—perhaps explaining the uneven changes in fertility. Although girls are staying in school longer, 

patriarchal norms pressure newly married women to quickly bear children, preferably sons, to secure their 

status, thereby leading to larger families. According to the World Values Survey (WVS) (2017-2022), the 

majority of respondents in Libya and Tunisia think that abortion is never justifiable (82 and 55 percent, 

respectively), and that sex before marriage is never justifiable (91 and 78 percent, respectively). In Morocco, 

36 percent think that abortion is never justifiable, and 41 percent think that sex before marriage is never 

justifiable. At the same time, adolescent pregnancy is generally not a deliberate choice, but rather stems 

from the lack of choices when it comes to marriage, contraception use, and fewer opportunities for education 

and employment, especially in rural areas. In Libya, the conflict increased the prevalence of early marriage, 

especially in rural areas and among internally displaced communities as a means to protect young women 

from rape or kidnapping by armed groups, which would disgrace the family honor (OCHA 2017, 41). Teenage 

mothers face health risks, having to drop out of school, social stigma, and economic challenges, perpetuating 

cycles of poverty. Adolescent fertility in most Maghreb countries, except Morocco, is low, with 2022 data 

showing less than 10 births for every 1,000 girls ages 15-19 years. At 26 births for every 1,000 girls, Morocco 

is closer to the MENA rate of 34 births for the same age group of girls.4  

 

2.5 The burden of disease, non-communicable and communicable, is gendered in the Maghreb, 

and mostly higher among men.  

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) are a growing concern in the Maghreb countries, particularly among 

men. NCDs such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, chronic respiratory disease, and diabetes are the leading 

causes of death globally (74 percent in 2019) and even more so in the Maghreb (81 percent in 2019) (WHO 

 
4 World Bank Gender Data Portal data for 2022, available at https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home.  

https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home


 
 

  

(World Health Organization) 2020). During 2000–10, the share of NCD-related deaths in the Maghreb 

increased by about 24 percent and is expected to rise further due to aging populations, unhealthy diets, and 
urbanization (NCD Alliance 2010). While the NCD share of total deaths has increased, the mortality rate 

between 30-70 years, that is the percent of 30-year-olds who would die before their 70th birthday from NCDs 

has decreased in the Maghreb. Libyan women are the sole exception. Figure 12 shows that women in Libya 

and Morocco have higher NCD mortality rates than the MENA average (17.4 percent), with Morocco having 

the highest rate in the Maghreb, at 22.3 percent. Across the Maghreb, men are more affected by NCDs than 

women. 

Figure 12: Mortality from cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes, or chronic respiratory disease between the exact 
ages of 30 and 70 in the Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole 

 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal retrieved January 2024. 

Note: Mortality from cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes, or chronic respiratory disease is the percent of 30-year-olds who would 

die before their 70th birthday from any cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes, or chronic respiratory disease, assuming that they 

would experience current mortality rates at every age and would not die from any other cause of death (such as injuries or HIV/AIDS). 

 

Gender norms influence the incidence and experience of NCDs and are increasingly linked to social and 

economic inequalities in the Maghreb. Beyond biological factors, gender norms and social marginalization 

affect NCD exposure, prevention, management, and intervention success. For instance, Maghreb women are 

14.4 percent more likely to be obese than men (2016), partly due to social customs that limit their outdoor 

mobility, reducing physical activity and increasing NCD risks like diabetes and hypertension.5 Conversely, men 

are more likely to die from lung cancer, since tobacco use is seen as a masculine norm. Inadequate health 

infrastructure in the Maghreb means women, and particularly poor women, often lack access to timely, 

adequate, and affordable diagnoses and treatments, leading to late-stage NCD detection and preventable 

premature deaths. Additionally, women frequently serve as primary caregivers for relatives with NCDs, a role 

that, along with other unpaid work, restricts their mobility and limits their economic participation. 

COVID-19 caused more male deaths, but it also significantly impacted women’s health. The pandemic 

exacerbated existing gender inequalities and fragilities, increasing risk factors for NCDs and worsening key 

health indicators for girls and women (OECD 2020b). In the Maghreb, gender-disaggregated data show more 

confirmed deaths among men than women, with 24 male deaths for every 10 female deaths in Tunisia, and 

18 in Morocco. However, women were more exposed to the virus as frontline caregivers and healthcare 

workers, increasing their risk of infection (WHO 2022). Despite improvements in access to care, women face 

 
5 World Bank Gender Portal, available at https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home. 

https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home


 
 

  

additional barriers, especially in remote and disadvantaged areas, that limit their access and redirect financial 

resources from their specific health service needs. Historical evidence from crises like Ebola shows sharper 

effects on women than men (African Development Bank 2016b), and lockdowns during COVID-19 increased 

domestic violence (Piquero et al. 2021). This has negatively impacted women’s mental health, with Tunisia 

seeing a significant rise in demand for psychological services from women (60.1 percent) in April 2020, 

primarily due to stress and anxiety (Bouattour et al. 2021).  

 

3. Economic participation  

Women’s human capital is underutilized in the Maghreb economies. Despite improved human capital for 

girls, women continue to face obstacles converting their potential into outcomes, both economic and 

political. Only one in four working-age women in the Maghreb has a job or is actively looking for one. 

Women’s labor force participation is 37.75 percentage points lower than men in the Maghreb. Women are 

paid less, they are more likely to work in the informal sector, and less likely to be promoted and advance 

professionally. Currently, women contribute only 18 percent to the MENA region’s overall GDP, and 

estimates before the COVID-19 pandemic indicate that the region’s income losses from gender inequality 

were US$575 billion (OECD, ILO, and CAWTAR 2020).  

Unleashing women’s economic potential could boost the region’s economic welfare and resilience to 

economic shocks. If women were to participate in the labor market at the same rate as men, MENA could 

see its GDP increase by as much as 47 percent (McKinsey & Company 2015). This potential for GDP growth is 

mainly driven by bringing women into the workforce. At the same time, increasing female labor force 

participation (FLFP) would likely have positive social and political externalities, such as by encouraging 

households to invest more in education and health (World Bank Group 2020b). Thus, empowering women 

economically is not only the right thing to do, but it is also the smart thing to do (OECD, ILO, and CAWTAR 

2020).   

 

3.1 Women’s participation in the labor market is low and the gender gap is persistent.  

FLFP rates in the Maghreb are among the lowest in the world and the gender gap is stark. Despite high 

rates of educational enrollment and attainment, the maximum FLFP among the Maghreb countries is below 

35 percent, lower than the global average of 49 percent but higher than the MENA region average of 19 

percent (World Bank 2024b, WDI 2023). FLFP is trending upwards in all countries of the Maghreb except 

Morocco (Figure 13, top). Morocco shows a decline of 5 percentage points in FLFP since 2000, at 20 percent, 

almost reaching the MENA average, despite GDP per capita growth, declining fertility rates, and better access 

to education. Algeria has one of the lowest rates in MENA, at only 17 percent in 2023 (Figure 13, bottom). 

Over the past two decades, Libya has had the highest FLFP, at 34 percent, and also has the smallest female 

to male labor force participation rate differential. However, there is a caveat to the high FLFP in Libya, since 

women are mostly engaged in the public sector, where employment is often a form of economic 

redistribution. Without a truly functioning and competitive labor market, women’s employment does not 

translate into empowerment, that is, improved mobility, greater household bargaining power and decision-

making responsibility, and increased access to financial resources. The fragility context, social constraints, 

political unrest, climate vulnerabilities, and weak economic performance have gendered implications on 

economic participation in the Maghreb.  

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth


 
 

  

Figure 13: Trend and levels of female labor force participation in the Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole, 2000-
2023 

    

Source: ILO modeled estimates from the World Bank Gender Data Portal, retrieved January 2024. 

Note: The data are for those ages 15 years and older. 

 

Women in the Maghreb face significant barriers to joining the labor force, with disparities influenced by 

location, education, and age. In Tunisia, 32 percent of rural women are illiterate, primarily work in 

agriculture, and only 19 percent have their own income. In disadvantaged governorates, the FLFP rate is 

below 30 percent, dropping to 15 percent in one of the poorest governorates, Kasserine (ILO 2019). In Algeria, 

Morocco, and Tunisia, rural men are more likely to work than urban men, while in Libya, urban men are more 

likely to work largely due to the large public sector. On the other hand, urban women are more likely to be 

employed than rural women, except in Morocco (Figure 14). These patterns highlight regional employment 

disparities and gender inequalities, favoring men regardless of education. Education fails to be an equalizer 

since rural women, even with the same education level, are less likely to be employed than urban women 

and rural men.  

Figure 14: Labor force participation by gender, age, urban/rural areas 

 
Source: ILO modeled estimates from the ILOSTAT database (latest year available), accessed June 2022. 
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Even after women join the labor force and actively look for work, women are more likely than men to be 

unemployed in the Maghreb. For 2023, the highest rate of female unemployment is in Libya, at 25 percent, 

while the lowest rate is in Morocco, at 11 percent. Morocco has almost closed the gender gap in 

unemployment and is below the MENA average female unemployment rate of 16 percent (Figure 15). 

Unemployment statistics should be interpreted hand-in-hand with labor force participation rates—while the 

former is defined relative to the labor force, the latter is relative to the working age population.6 While Libya 

has the Maghreb’s highest female unemployment rate, it also has the highest FLFP rate. Morocco, on the 

other hand, has low unemployment but also a declining FLFP rate. Unemployment is especially high for young 

women ages 15-24, representing almost half of all the females who are unemployed. This may be because 

young women are likely to have higher reservation incomes and seek suitable jobs to fit their aspirations or 

educational qualifications, while older women either exit the labor force or settle for available jobs. Female 

unemployment varies according to educational attainment—usually the more educated a woman is, the 

more disproportionately affected by unemployment she is, such as in the case of Morocco or Tunisia, where 

37 percent of unemployed women hold advanced degrees (World Bank 2017).  

Figure 15: Unemployment rates in the Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole, 2023 

 
Source: ILO modeled estimates from the World Bank Gender Data Portal, retrieved January 2024. 

Note: The data are for those ages 15 years and older. 

 

3.2 Working women in the Maghreb face employment segregation—into jobs deemed “suitable” 

for women. 

The public sector plays a significant role in hiring women in the MENA region (ILO 2016). These jobs usually 

offer a greater degree of job security, better benefits, and more acceptable types of work for women. 

Further, the public sector is particularly attractive to women with advanced degrees (World Bank 2017). For 

example, in Morocco, women accounted for half of the public sector workforce in 2010 (ILO 2016). In 

addition, a sizeable share of women in the Maghreb work in the public health care and education sectors 

(OECD 2020a). For example, according to the ILO (2016), in Tunisia, women represented 37 percent of 

 
6 The unemployment rate is the percentage of the labor force that is unemployed but actively seeking work. The labor force 
participation rate is the percentage of the working-age population that is either employed or actively seeking employment.  



 
 

  

total public service employment in 2016. In Libya, 97 percent of working women were employed by the public 

sector (World Bank 2015b). 

Maghreb women face sectoral and occupational segregation and are prone to underemployment. The 

playing field is not equal for men and women when it comes to their access to and ability to compete in 

different economic sectors. Approximately 64 percent of working women in the Maghreb are employed in 

services, compared to 20 percent in industry, and the remaining 16 percent in agriculture. Morocco shows a 

different composition than the rest of the Maghreb, with almost half of working women engaged in the 

agricultural sector. Although almost one-third of the population of both Morocco and Tunisia live in rural 

areas, agriculture employs more than one-half of the working women in Morocco, but only one-tenth in 

Tunisia (Figure 16). Most women engaged in agriculture are landless and are usually hired informally for 

seasonal day labor, which does not offer a stable income because of wage discrimination. Additionally, such 

jobs do not provide social security coverage or transportation, for which female workers often pay a 

substantial portion of their daily wages.  

Across the Maghreb, the share of women employed in industry falls short of their male counterparts. The 

overrepresentation of women in the services sector, which includes heterogenous and informal jobs, may 

render them more vulnerable to job underemployment and job insecurity, for example by way of non-

standard contracts. ILO (2019) notes that women’s overall lower status in the labor market is partly from 

being excluded from high-skilled and paid professions in, for example, infrastructure and energy. Few women 

across the world work in STEM occupations (about 15 percent in MENA countries (where data are available)) 

(ILO 2020) despite the high rate of female graduates in the field. Tunisia is an exception, with about 40 

percent of STEM occupations held by women (ILO 2022, Tunisia data). Tunisia also has the highest share of 

women employed in industry, at 32 percent, almost at par with the share of men. However, within industry, 

women are overrepresented in low-skilled and low-paying sectors, such as the textile sector (Tzannatos 

2017). A World Bank regional assessment of women’s participation in the energy sector shows low levels of 

female inclusion in this particularly technical and high-paying sector (World Bank 2022c). In the Maghreb, 

only Morocco and Libya have regulations prohibiting employers from discrimination based on gender.7 

However, in Libya, there are also legal restrictions on women’s employment in some occupations that are 

deemed to be “unfamiliar” to their nature as women (UNESCWA (United Nations Economic and Social 

Commission for Western Asia) 2018). 

Figure 16: Employment by sector and gender in the Maghreb, 2022 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal accessed October 2024. 

 
7 World Bank Gender Data Portal, 2022 data, available at https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home. 

https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/home


 
 

  

Women are more likely to participate in the informal economy where barriers to entry are less 

pronounced. The informal economy8 in the Maghreb is an important source of income and economic growth. 

In Tunisia, it is estimated that the informal sector accounts for at least one-third of its GDP. Algeria and 

Morocco also have large informal economies, and Libya’s is likely to be even larger in light of the ongoing 

political stalemate (Ghiles 2018). While country level data is not available, the ILO estimates that more than 

half of North Africa’s labor force is employed in the informal economy (Figure 17). The rate of female 

participation in the informal economy is more than twice the FLFP rate in the formal economy (27.3 percent 

in the Maghreb). This could be because historically, in rural, remote, and disadvantaged areas, where female 

employment in the formal sector is low, the informal sector offers a viable alternative. Recent studies 

estimate that in Tunisia, women and youth are the ones who are the most active in informal economic 

activities (Hammami, Helel, and Torelli 2019). In Tunisia, about 60 percent of working men and 83 percent of 

working women under the age of 40 are employed in the informal sector (African Development Bank 2016a), 

and 32.5 percent of informal workers in agriculture are women (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 2018). 

Figure 17: Male and female share in the informal economy in North Africa (including Egypt) 

 
Source: ILO 2018a. 

While the informal economy is more inclusive, it is also less secure. Informal workers lack social protections 

such as social assistance, insurance, maternity leave, or pensions. While employment can boost women’s 

empowerment, informal jobs often fail to provide adequate earnings, recognition in society, or a pathway to 

social leadership. Most profitable positions in the informal economy, especially in larger-scale, tradeable 

sectors, are held by men; women often work in small-scale activities such as sewing, the care economy, or 

agriculture. For example, in Morocco, informal enterprises headed by women typically earn 3.5 times less 

than those headed by men (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 2018). Females are paid less than their male 

counterparts who are doing the same job, especially in the agriculture sector, as documented in Tunisia (ATFD 

(Association Tunisienne des Femmes Démocrates) 2022). Informality also raises issues of safety, where 

victims of work accidents are often uninsured rural female workers (La Presse Journal 2022). Economic 

vulnerability and the lack of regulations regarding working conditions are drivers of violence, often 

undetected and undeterred. Sexual harassment is often a concern, particularly in sectors where women are 

dependent on a single employer, such as in domestic service and agriculture (ILO 2021). Data from Tunisia is 

revealing: 70 percent of women worked for 9 to 13 hours a day, in violation of the labor laws. The hardship 

of this work is not enough to guarantee a decent life, when 32.5 percent of women work informally and of 

 
8As defined by the ILO at: https://www.ilo.org/projects-and-partnerships/projects/partnership-improving-prospects-forcibly-
displaced-persons-and-host/themes/informal-
economy#:~:text=The%20informal%20economy%20refers%20to,gender%20inequality%20and%20precarious%20work. 
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them, only 33.3 percent have social security coverage and 73.5 percent are exposed to accidents at work 

(ATFD 2022). 

 

3.3 Barriers to women’s labor force participation in the Maghreb include regressive social norms, 

practical concerns about workplace facilities and transport, and legal provisions.  

Gender norms in the Maghreb are a significant and primary driver for limited female inclusion in the job 

market. Even when a country’s economy is weak, and is further weakened by extreme weather shocks, 

political upheavals, and epidemics, men find and keep their jobs more easily than women do. In the Maghreb, 

this is because of regressive social norms that support the belief that men, as primary breadwinners, should 

be prioritized when it comes to hiring, especially in times of crisis (UN Women and Promundo 2017). 

According to the WVS (2017-2022), the majority of respondents in all Maghreb countries share this belief. 

Similarly, social expectations regarding women’s care responsibilities stigmatize female workers: two-thirds 

of the North African population believe that preschool children will suffer from having a working mother, and 

one-third think that it is not acceptable for women to work outside the home for pay (OECD and Charmes 

2019). In Morocco, 72 percent of men still believe that a woman’s primary role is to care for the household 

(WVS (2017-2022). This bias operates on both the supply and the demand side. While women opt out of the 

labor force, reducing their labor supply, employers, on the demand side, often classify women as risky 

potential employees because of their competing household priorities. Available data from Tunisia shows that, 

for the same educational attainment, married men are three times more likely to become employed than 

married women (ILO 2022). A recent study on female participation in the energy sector in Algeria (World 

Bank 2022d) shows a hiring preference for men for technical professions and positions, while women are 

more often hired to fill clerical positions, which are often underpaid.  

In addition to restrictive social norms, women’s inclusion in the workforce is also impeded by a range of 

practical and legal considerations. Among these is a lack of female-friendly workplaces, access to safe and 

affordable transportation, and paid family leave for mothers and fathers. While many of these challenges are 

common across the Maghreb and other parts of the world, Libya and Tunisia underperform the rest of the 

region with the absence of paid paternity leave and the lack of 14 weeks of paid maternity leave, respectively 

(World Bank 2024a; UN Women 2016; UN Women 2018). Although regulations exist regarding mandatory 

equal remuneration for work of equal value in most of the Maghreb (absent in Tunisia), and prohibiting the 

dismissal of pregnant women, practices are different, especially in the private sector. Traditional gender roles 

leave working women to suffer a double burden of paid work and unpaid domestic work, as made evident 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

As in the rest of the world, COVID-19 exacerbated gender inequality in the Maghreb, with women losing 

jobs, accepting unfair working conditions, and facing earning losses (UN Women 2022). The pandemic 

caused significant income losses for women, revealing the fragility of gendered economic roles, particularly 

in the MENA region, with an estimated loss of US$42 billion in GDP. UNESCWA (2020) projected 1.7 million 

job losses in the Arab states, including 700,000 held by women. The World Bank enterprise surveys conducted 

in Morocco to follow up on COVID-19 (2020 and 2021)9 show that women lost 4 percent of their share in full-

time jobs (Figure 18), and informal workers—especially domestic, agricultural, and small traders, 

predominantly women—suffered the most, since they lack social protections. In conflict-affected areas, 

preexisting vulnerabilities worsened; 52 percent of Libyan women reported job disruptions, and 26 percent 

expected further livelihoods losses with persistent lockdowns (UN Women 2020). 

 
9 https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4260; https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4271. 

 

https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4260
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4271


 
 

  

Figure 18: Percentage point change in the share of females among permanent full-time workers (left); Average change 
in permanent workforce since December 2019 (right), Morocco 

   

Source: World Bank Enterprise Survey Follow-up on COVID-19, Round 2, Morocco 2021, 

https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4271  

COVID-19 increased women’s workload of unpaid domestic work. OECD (2020a) found that before the 

pandemic, the MENA region had the second largest gender gap in unpaid care and domestic work worldwide. 

Women spent 6-8 times more time doing unpaid care and domestic work than men in Algeria, Morocco, and 

Tunisia (OECD 2023). In Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco, women spend 21-22 percent of their time (in a 24-

hour day) on unpaid and domestic care work (World Bank 2024b, WDI latest year available). The 

corresponding share for men is 3-4 percent. Established gender roles assign caregiving tasks to females and 

COVID-19 likely intensified women’s and girls’ unpaid care work, with closures of schools and care facilities 

requiring mothers to spend more time on childcare, supervising home schooling, and taking care of the sick 

and the elderly, alongside sanitizing responsibilities and routine housework.  

 

3.4 Women in the Maghreb are less likely to engage in entrepreneurship compared to men. 

Barriers to women’s entrepreneurship are different from those for wage employment and include 

additional institutional and structural components. 

Estimates indicate that women’s self-employment is on the decline in the Maghreb, except in Libya. Self-

employed workers are those who work on their own account, with partners, or in a cooperative. These jobs 

are different from wage employment in that the remuneration is directly dependent upon profits derived 

from the goods and services produced, instead of a predetermined wage or salary. Hence, there is inherently 

more risk, but also more autonomy for self-employed workers. Since 2000, women’s self-employment 

decreased by 17 percentage points in Tunisia, 14 percentage points in Algeria, and 16 percentage points in 

Morocco, similar to the average decrease in the MENA region of 15 percentage points (Figure 19). This 

downward trend holds for male workers as well and may be an implication of economic growth and 

preference for stable, salaried work. By contrast, women’s self-employment remained relatively stable in 

Libya during the same time period.  

https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4271


 
 

  

Figure 19: Female self-employed (percent of employment) in the Maghreb and the MENA region as a whole, 2000-2021 

 

 Source: ILO modeled estimates from the World Bank Gender Data Portal, accessed June 2022. 

Gender disparities in business ownership are significant, but Tunisia’s performance is commendable in the 

region. Women make up only 16 percent of business owners in Algeria and Morocco, while data are not 

available for other Maghreb countries or at the MENA region level (Figure 20, top). Tunisia outperforms the 

MENA region in terms of female participation in business ownership, at 40 percent (2020) compared to 12 

percent (2023) in Morocco (Figure 20, bottom). However, estimates suggest that due to COVID-19, 

businesses with women among their owners declined between 2014 and 2020 in Morocco and Tunisia 

(where data are available). While evidence concerning the pandemic’s impact on female-owned firms is 

limited in the rest of the Maghreb, female-owned businesses are expected to have suffered more than male-

owned businesses, because, globally, they experienced more temporary closures and shocks in demand and 

supply.10 

Figure 20: Share of female business owners (top); Share of firms with female participation in ownership (bottom) 

 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Portal accessed October 2024. 

 
10 World Bank Enterprise Survey for 2021, available at https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/en/enterprisesurveys. 



 
 

  

Note: The top graph shows the share of female newly registered limited liability company owners out of the total number of newly 

registered limited liability company owners in the economy in the calendar year. The bottom graph shows the share of firms with 

female participation in ownership, i.e. the percentage of firms with a woman among the principal owners. 

Few Maghreb women head firms or hold management positions, consistent with MENA and global trends. 

According to the World Bank Enterprise Survey, the share of female heads is only 10.4 percent in Tunisia 

(2020) and 5.4 percent in Morocco (2023). The gender gap in leadership is prominent across the MENA 

region: for every 10 women who are employed, less than one woman is an employer, and only 4 percent of 

firms are majority owned by a woman. The average share of firms with a female manager in the MENA region 

is 5.5 percent, about one-third of the global average of 18.7 percent. Rates of female leadership and 

management are even lower in the more traditionally male-dominated sectors, as demonstrated by the lack 

of female participation in the energy sector (World Bank 2022c). For example, the percentage of women who 

head energy companies in Algeria is 15 percent (World Bank 2022d).  

Social and legal constraints undermine female entrepreneurship and leadership in business. Skills 

mismatch and lack of a business enabling environment are challenges for both male and female 

entrepreneurs. However, social norms make these constraints more binding for women entrepreneurs. 

Women in the MENA region have less access to professional and informal networks, are less aware of and 

have limited access to their own assets, face mobility restrictions, and experience digital gaps (ILO 2016). A 

patriarchal cultural setting has shaped a restrictive legal framework that, in turn, reinforces gender 

stereotypes. Maghreb countries have a large number of gender-based restrictions in their laws that affect 

women’s ability to do business. The Women, Business and the Law (WBL) Index measures the legal and 

regulatory environment for women along different stages of their life (World Bank 2024a). The index is based 

on eight components, presented for the Maghreb countries in  

Figure 21.11 The WBL scores in the Maghreb range between 50 (Libya) and 75.6 (Morocco) out of 100. The 

Maghreb simple average of 61.9 for 2024 is higher than the MENA average of 54.7, but 16 points lower than 

the global average. As shown in  

Figure 22, over the past two decades, the index has been relatively stable except for Morocco’s leap ahead 

due to the Moudawana or family code reform in 2004 (Prettitore 2014). 

 
Figure 21: Women, Business and the Law 1.0, 2024 

 
Source: World Bank 2024a. Women, Business and the Law 1.0 database, accessed October 2024. 

 
11 The WBL Index 2024 presents a WBL 1.0 version and introduces an expanded WBL 2.0 version. WBL 2.0 introduces a new 
framework for measuring the implementation gap between de jure and de facto legal frameworks. It also introduces two new 
indicators – Safety and Childcare – and revises its ongoing indicators. This note uses the 2024 WBL 1.0 indicators, which are 
available from 1970-2023 to track changes over time.  
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Figure 22: Women, Business and the Law 1.0 over time 

 
Source: World Bank 2024a. Women, Business and the Law 1.0 database, accessed October 2024. 

 

3.5 Digital technology, emerging-sector jobs, financial credit, and asset ownership can act as 

equalizers in women’s economic participation, but gender gaps in access render this potential 

unrealized for the Maghreb. 

Digital technology has the potential to serve as a catalyst for FLFP, but access to and use of technology is 

itself gendered in the Maghreb. Increased female participation in digital and technical jobs is critical to 

increase and diversify economic growth (McKinsey & Company 2020). Innovative technologies are reshaping 

the workplace and the nature of work, offering considerable alternative job opportunities for women, and 

also a certain needed flexibility in the workforce (see Box 3 for a description of the digital economy). 

However, the digital gender gap in the Maghreb is among the largest in the world, at 0.83. Tunisia has the 

best score, with 0.90, while Morocco and Libya lag behind, with digital gender gaps of 0.78 and 0.81 (Figure 

23, left) (Leasure et al. 2023). Increasing women’s digital inclusion would help spur investment in female 

capital and help absorb female talent. Across the Maghreb, women are ahead or at par with men as a share 

of STEM graduates. Realizing their potential would help close gender gaps in the labor market (McKinsey & 

Company 2020).  

The Alliance for Affordable Internet (2021) estimates that over the past decade, lower- and middle-income 

countries have lost US$1 trillion in GDP to the gender gap in internet use, and they would have generated 

over half a trillion US dollars in additional GDP between 2021 and 2025 were this gap to have closed. While 

businesses in the Maghreb are evolving to support digital solutions, the prevalence of digital payments is 

lower than the MENA-wide average. The Maghreb gender gap in making/receiving digital payments ranges 

from 5-10 percentage points (Figure 23, right).                                          
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Figure 23: Digital gender gap in the Maghreb (left); Share of respondents making/receiving digital payments (right) in 
the Maghreb and MENA as a whole 

      
Source: The Digital Gender Gap Project 2024, latest estimate available (left); World Bank Gender Data Portal, accessed October 

2024 (right). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The green economy presents an additional opportunity to increase women’s economic inclusion. 

Innovative business solutions, such as green startups and circular enterprise models, are emerging, in line 

with increased ecological consciousness, especially among women. Evidence shows that women can be 

important actors for change when it comes to sustainable production and consumption patterns (OECD 

2020c),  and there is an opportunity for women to attain better paid non-traditional jobs. The transition to a 

low-carbon economy could increase the number of green and decent jobs, which are intended to improve 

social well-being and equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities. ILO 

(2020) anticipates that the transition to a green economy will boost job creation; the global net job creation, 

considering losses from traditional energy sectors, will amount to 24 million jobs. In Algeria, the green sector 

is expected to generate over 1.4 million jobs by 2025 (EU SwitchMed Magazine 2018),  and a number of these 

jobs will potentially be for women. These jobs could be related to the renewable energy sector and 

sustainable production pathways in industry, agriculture (agroecology), and tourism (ecotourism).  

In the Maghreb, women’s account ownership at financial institutions remains significantly lower than 

men’s, as does their access to credit. Figure 24 (left) breaks this down by country. It shows Libya leading, 

with 60 percent of women owning accounts in 2017. While the share is low in Morocco, it saw rapid growth, 

from 17 percent in 2017 to 33 percent in 2021. Women face barriers to credit, with their access to loans and 

microfinance significantly lower than that of men (Figure 24, right). Despite higher account ownership, the 

gap is starker in Libya, where only 1 woman borrows for every 4 men. This points towards women’s nominal 

ownership of accounts and limited independent financial access. Additionally, most microfinance 

repayments are not recorded, limiting women’s credit history, with Morocco being the only country reporting 

to public credit registries (World Bank 2023, Chapter 3). As a result, women’s borrowing rates have stagnated 

or declined, while men’s borrowing has increased across the Maghreb and MENA region. 
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Box 3: The Digital Economy 

There is no official definition of the digital economy. However, the European Commission refers to the fact that 

digitalization affects all businesses, albeit to varying degrees. It encompasses businesses that sell goods and services 

via the internet, and digital platforms that connect spare capacity and demand. It notes that there is no single defining 

feature of new ways of doing business in the digital space and the different aspects are often combined in a single 

business.   

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-17-3341_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-17-3341_en.htm


 
 

  

Figure 24: Ownership by gender of an account at a financial institution or mobile-money service provider (left); 

Borrowing from a financial institution or using a credit card, by gender (right), in the Maghreb and MENA as a whole 

 
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal, retrieved October 2024. 

The share of women in the Maghreb who own land has remained persistently low. In the Maghreb, as in 

the MENA region and globally, there is a large gender-based gap in owning agricultural land, including in 

areas where agriculture is a vital source of livelihood. Even in countries such as Morocco and Tunisia, where 

the rural population shares are high and women are engaged in agriculture, women only constitute 4.4 and 

6.4 percent of landholders, respectively (Kandeel 2020; World Bank 2024a). Islamic principles, which are a 

main source of jurisprudence12 in the Maghreb countries, support equal property rights for men and women, 

but women’s ability to own land is precarious. While land registration procedures differ across the Maghreb 

countries, property registration is generally a difficult and costly process, limiting women’s land ownership, 

especially for poor and illiterate women. Societal norms often condone or even encourage dispossessing 

women of land and other property, resulting in covert or overt violations of their rights, especially in rural 

areas, where norms and tribal practices prohibit or restrict women’s ownership of land, or are so deep-rooted 

that it may be futile or dangerous to denounce them. An ILO (2018b) report on Tunisia states that “The 

predominance of a patriarchal culture in society means that women cannot even claim their [land] rights.” 

Legal provisions concerning inheritance are based on Islamic Shari’a law, and they stipulate that women may 

inherit a portion equivalent to half the portion left to a man with the same degree of kinship (DAI 2020). 

However, in practice, many women do not inherit their allotted share (Arab News 2022), or they receive land 

of inferior quality, such as land that is less arable, fragmented, on a sloped terrain, rocky, or difficult to access 

or cultivate, or orchards and groves that are old, sick, and past their productive periods, or land that is claimed 

by others. Even when land is distributed fairly to female heirs, men may remain in control of it. Divorced, 

separated, or widowed women are especially vulnerable to being deprived of their right to their land. 

Tunisia’s progressive 1957 Personal Status Code outlawed polygamy and established inheritance to be 

restricted to first parentship degree but with unequal shares for men and women. In 2018, a tentative reform 

to instill gender parity in inheritance failed, due to strong opposition from conservative forces (Tunisia High-

Level Commission for Individual Liberties and Equality 2018).  

 

 
12 Though differences apply in the jurisdiction of each Maghreb country. 

http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/data-map/statistics/en/?sta_id=1168
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/Islamic%20Principles%20and%20Land%20%2C%20Opportunities%20for%20Management.pdf
https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/media/Profiles/Regional/DB2020/MENA.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_627210.pdf


 
 

  

4. Voice and agency  

4.1. There is limited female involvement in political leadership and decision-making in the 

Maghreb, but Tunisia outperforms the region.  

Equal participation of women in political leadership and matters of decision-making is yet to be achieved 
in the Maghreb. Women remain underrepresented across all levels of decision-making in the Maghreb. 
According to data as of 2024, the political parity scores (PPSs)13 of the Maghreb countries are low (Council 
on Foreign Relations 2024). Tunisia is an exception and ranks 48th out of 193 countries, with a PPS of 41 
(Figure 25, top). It is the only country in the region to have had a female head of state since 1946, and women 
hold 49 percent of the elected seats in the local legislature (Figure 25, bottom). Other Maghreb countries 
trail behind and are also below the global average PPS of 29.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Source: Council on Foreign Relations, Political Parity Index, accessed October 2024. 
Note: The end points of the triangle in the bottom panel indicate 50 percent female share in the specific level of 
government.  

Gender quotas have contributed to women’s political inclusion but have failed to bring about gender parity 

in political access and leadership. Like global and regional levels, women’s representation in the cabinets 

and national legislatures is limited in the Maghreb. Globally, women’s share in political leadership is low, at 

only 26.7 percent of parliamentary seats and 22.8 percent of ministerial positions. The Maghreb performs 

worse than the global average at both the parliamentary and ministerial levels, with the exception of Tunisia 

(Council on Foreign Relations 2024). For decades, the Maghreb governments have made political 

commitments and reformed legal frameworks (for example, by establishing gender quotas) as a means to 

enhance women’s inclusion in policy making and government settings. These efforts have resulted in 

 
13 The PPS is an aggregate measure of the representation of women in a country’s government. A score of 100 represents women 
having at least 50 percent representation in all levels of government with available data. 

0
10
20
30
40
50

Cabinet

National legislatureLocal legislature

Tunisia Morocco Algeria Libya

Morocco 
25 Algeria 

21 

Tunisia 
41 

Libya 
13 

Figure 25: Political parity score 2024; Share of women at different levels of government  

https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation


 
 

  

evolving, albeit fluctuating, numbers of seats held by women in the legislative branch. Quota systems are 

intended to ensure that women constitute at least 30 to 40 percent14 of the representatives in the policy-

making bodies, as recommended by the United Nations Economic and Social Council. In the Maghreb, these 

efforts have made political careers somewhat more accessible to women and have helped normalize 

women’s political involvement (Adnani 2022). 

Gender substantive representation remains an issue, despite established quotas. The quotas allocated for 

women have successfully increased the number of women in Maghreb parliamentary systems. However, 

evidence shows that quotas alone may not be sufficient to secure political effectiveness in terms of women’s 

substantive representation and their ability to influence policy making. Female lawmakers are more likely 

to challenge established conventions and policy agendas (Council on Foreign Relations 2024), and to 

advocate for education and health. However, in the Maghreb, quota systems may distort the reality of 

women’s political empowerment. Evidence shows that the quota systems can be exploited to appeal for 

more votes and are susceptible to being manipulated such that seats pass through kinship, patronage, and 

personal connections. Data on the 2021 elections in Morocco indicate that one-fifth of female parliamentarians 

have sibling, filial, or marital relations with the leaders of their parties (Elyoubi 2021). 

 

4.2. Underlying women limited political agency and participation in the Maghreb are restrictive 

and slow-moving patriarchal norms. 

Stereotyped gender norms appear to be loosening as more consequential ministerial portfolios are 

entrusted to women, but discrimination in public perceptions still persists. A significant change is 

underway, as more consequential cabinet positions are being given to women, such as Post, Information 

Technology & Communication in Algeria; Economy and Finance in Morocco; Industry, Energy & Mines in 

Tunisia; and Foreign Affairs in Libya. For the first time in the MENA region’s history, a woman became the 

Head of Government in Tunisia in 2021. While the legal frameworks in the Maghreb countries have been 

amended to allow for political inclusion and leadership, gaps exist. With the exception of Tunisia, electoral 

laws fall short of specifying rules for the party list rankings. For example, in Algeria (The Washington Institute 

for Near East Policy 2024), Morocco, and Libya (Together We Build It Organization 2021), limited numbers of 

party lists were headed by women, and few party lists alternated male and female candidates. Female 

candidates have far fewer financial resources than men, and fewer chances to campaign for elections 

(International IDEA 2016). Figure 26 discusses the perceptions of respondents to the WVS (2017-2022) on 

opportunities for women in elections in Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia. 

 
14 Also recommended by the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) 2022. 

https://www.un.org/ecosoc/en/home
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/817B6C136C6CC03F4A13514A93E4AAEA/S2049847016000327a.pdf/womens_issues_and_their_fates_in_the_us_congress.pdf


 
 

  

Figure 26: Opinions on “How often in country’s elections: Women have equal opportunities to run for office” in Tunisia, 
Morocco, and Libya 

               
Source: Adapted from WVS 2017-2022, 7th wave, accessed June 2022. 

Patriarchal attitudes, rooted in tribalism, conservatism, and religion, restrict women’s decision-making in 

areas such as travel, employment, family planning, and household expenditures. Such attitudes have 

implications for men, women, as well as for youth aspirations. Only 19 percent of WVS respondents in the 

Maghreb countries of Tunisia, Morocco, and Libya feel they “have a great deal of freedom of choice and 

control over how their life turns out.” Such restrictive norms and fatalistic attitudes, especially prevalent in 

rural areas, assign public responsibilities to men and domestic duties to women, reinforcing male dominance. 

Even in urban and formal workplaces, female executives in Tunisia face negative feelings and a hostile work 

environment because of their leadership roles (Dubai Women Establishment 2009; Abdalla 2015). The WVS 

(2017-2022) reveals that a majority of respondents support traditional roles for women, with three-quarters 

believing men make better political leaders and only one-third considering equal rights for women as 

essential to democracy.15 In fact, more than half of WVS respondents in the Maghreb believe that men make 

better political leaders than women, ranging from 43 percent in Morocco to 73 percent in Libya.  

Younger women are less likely to hold on to regressive gender norms than older women, but regressive 

attitudes are stable for men across ages. According to the Arab Barometer Wave VI Survey (2021),16 young 

women have more equitable views on gender roles in the household, relative to their older, and male 

counterparts (Figure 27). Younger men, however, continue to hold on to opinions that men should have the 

final say in family decisions and that taking care of the home and children is the woman’s primary 

responsibility. As expected, regressive views regarding a woman’s role in the household diminish with higher 

education. Respondents with no education are more likely to agree with the statement “Taking care of the 

home and children is a woman’s primary responsibility” (68 percent) compared to 44 percent among 

respondents with higher education (tertiary education). 

 
15 The Maghreb countries that participated were Libya, Morocco and Tunisia. 
16 The Maghreb countries involved were Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia. 



 
 

  

Figure 27: Share agreeing that “A man should have final say in all decisions concerning the family” (left) and that 
“Taking care of the home and children is a woman’s primary responsibility” (right), by age and gender in the Maghreb, 
2022 

   
 Source: Arab Barometer Wave Survey VI-Part 3 2021 (Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia), retrieved October 2024. 

 

Gender biases harm both women and men. In the MENA region, women adhering to stereotypes of 

emotional sensitivity are seen as less competent, while those displaying traits like ambition face backlash 

(ILO 2015; World Economic Forum 2022). Men also suffer penalties for not conforming to traditional 

masculine roles or not acting like “a real man” (UN Women and Promundo 2017). Media in the Maghreb 

reinforces these discriminatory roles, with traditional and digital channels portraying stereotyped gender 

images. UNESCO analyses reveal underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women in the media, linking 

frequent TV viewing to more stereotypic gender beliefs. (Ward and Grower 2020). Young people’s attitudes 

and beliefs about gender are shaped by media, which often legitimizes domestic violence and female 

discrimination, as seen in a Libyan TV show celebrating traditional masculinity through depictions of violence 

against women (USAID 2021). 

4.3. GBV is a pervasive women’s rights concern in the Maghreb.  

At least 35 percent of women in the MENA region have experienced physical or sexual intimate partner 

violence during their lifetime and 15 percent during the past 12 months (World Bank 2021b; World Bank 

2024b, WDI data).17 Standardized country level data are missing for all Maghreb countries, but 25 percent of 

women ages 15-49 years in Tunisia have experienced intimate partner violence at some point; and 10 percent 

of women in Morocco have been subjected to physical or sexual violence in the past 12 months. Other forms 

of violence against women include, non-partner sexual violence, femicide, child and early marriage, female 

genital mutilation/cutting, sexual harassment, and rape, in addition to verbal and economic violence. The 

COVID-19 pandemic and instability in the Maghreb countries have exacerbated GBV risks, especially within 

the household. Higher incidences of GBV, including sexual violence and forced marriage, have been reported 

in Libya because of the instability (OHCHR 2020). UNICEF (2021a) notes that girls in Libya are particularly 

vulnerable to violence and insecurity, most notably migrant women, girls and unaccompanied and separated 

children on the move. OHCHR (2016) reported that various armed groups committed sexual and gender-

based violence against women, girls, and boys with complete impunity. GBV is underreported since female 

victims of violence are often reluctant to report cases and seek justice, particularly if family members are 

involved, for reasons of family honor, stigma, and feelings of shame, but also because of a general lack of 

trust among service providers, and the lack of a multisectoral GBV referral system and coordination 

mechanism” (UNFPA 2022; OHCHR 2016). The incidence of GBV is reinforced by wide acceptance of wife 

 
17 World Bank Gender Portal, 2018 data, available at https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/indicator/sg-vaw-1549-
zs?view=bar&geos=MEA. 
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beating, as evidenced by the WVS (2017-2022).18 Of the total respondents in the included Maghreb countries, 

36.5 percent said it was justifiable for a man to beat his wife, with the highest rate in Morocco, where more 

than half of the respondents agreed with this (Figure 28).  

Figure 28: Share of respondents who say it is justifiable for a man to beat his wife in Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia 

 
Source: Adapted from WVS 2017-2022, 7th wave, accessed June 2022. 

Women in the public sphere, including women in power, are targets of increased violence in the form of 

sexist language, intimidation, defamation, and bullying. For example, a female Libyan parliamentarian was 

kidnapped from her home in July 2019 soon after she gave a television interview that was critical of the 

ongoing violence in the country (CNN 2019). In Tunisia, a 2015 survey revealed that 53.5 percent of women 

suffered some form of violence in the public sphere (Centre de Recherches, d’Etudes de Documentation et 

d’Information sur la Femme 2016). In 2017, Tunisia became the first Arab country to incorporate into its laws 

the notion of gender-based political violence (Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 2021). 19  Despite this, an NDI survey 

(2019) found that violence against women in politics was “normalized” and is frequently a part of political 

practice and the contest for power.                                             

5. Concluding remarks  

This note provides a snapshot of key development outcome indicators for women in the Maghreb, comparing 

across countries, with the wider MENA region, and tracing trends over time. The key takeaway messages are:  

Girls in the Maghreb outperform boys in terms of human capital outcomes.  Girls have higher school 

completion rates, are expected to live longer and healthier lives, and have higher HCI scores. The gender gap 

in test scores and rates of graduation in STEM fields has also effectively closed. The Maghreb region has made 

progress overall in reducing maternal mortality and fertility rates, with some uneven experiences in Libya 

and Algeria, respectively.  

Women’s advantage and potential in human capital does not translate into better economic outcomes in 

the labor market.  Women’s labor force participation in the Maghreb is significantly lower than men’s. 

Women are more likely to be employed in the informal sector, facing lower wages and less job security. The 

unemployment rate for women is 20 percent, compared to 12 percent for men. In terms of entrepreneurship, 

women make up only 16 percent of business owners in Algeria and Morocco. Tunisia outperforms the MENA 

region average, with 40 percent of its firms having at least one woman among the principal owners. Women’s 

economic participation and entrepreneurship are held back by unequal access to and ownership of digital 

technology, financial accounts, and capital assets like land. 

Women remain underrepresented in political leadership and decision-making across all levels of 

government in the Maghreb. Tunisia is the only Maghreb country with a PPS above the global average. 

 
18 The participating countries were Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia. 
19 Law 58 (2017) The Organic Law Related to the Elimination of Violence against Women. 
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Although gender quotas have increased the number of women in parliament, they have not necessarily 

improved their substantive representation. Additionally, women in the public and political sphere are often 

subject to abuse and violence or are nominal representatives of male relatives. Patriarchal attitudes and 

beliefs continue to restrict women’s decision-making power in areas such as travel, employment, family 

planning, and household expenditures. 

GBV is a pervasive women’s rights concern in the Maghreb. Standardized data across countries and over 

time are unavailable in the Maghreb countries, and existing statistics are likely to be underreported. At least 

35 percent of women in the MENA region have experienced physical or sexual intimate partner violence in 

their lifetime. In Tunisia, 25 percent of women ages 15-49 years have experienced intimate partner violence, 

and 10 percent of women in Morocco have been subjected to physical or sexual violence in the past 12 

months alone. The incidence of GBV is supported by regressive attitudes held by men and women that it is 

justifiable for a man to beat his wife. 
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