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Gender equality is central to the World Bank Group’s twin 
goals of ending extreme poverty and boosting shared 
prosperity in a sustainable manner.1 Promoting gender 
equality is inherently valuable, as it ensures women and men 
have equal power to shape their own lives and contribute to 
their families, communities, and countries. It is also smart 
development policy: no society can develop sustainably 
without transforming the distribution of opportunities, 
resources, and choices for its entire population. Worldwide, 
the past decades have seen significant progress in raising 
living standards and closing gender gaps, especially in 
education and health, but critical gaps persist in economic 
opportunities and voice and agency. These gaps are 
especially stark in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region.

Gender is one of six priorities in the WBG’s MENA regional 
strategy. The Strategy seeks to support a new social contract 
in the region by supporting six areas of work: enabling green 
growth; addressing fragility and conflict; advancing gender 
equity; restoring trust; strengthening human capital and 
supporting jobs and transformation. It sets out to support 
gender-smart policies and programs across MENA by using 
knowledge, lending, and advocacy to advance policy reforms 
and respond to gender-specific needs.

The MENA Regional Gender Action Plan (RGAP), FY18-
FY23, provides a framework and strategy for WBG to help 
focus efforts to increase gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in the region. It consists of two main pillars, 
economic empowerment and gender and conflict, with 
women’s voice and agency as a cross-cutting theme. As an 
important complement to the RGAP, a Regional Action Plan 
to Address GBV in MENA was launched in 2021, to step up 
efforts to address different forms of GBV through a series 
of concrete, actionable recommendations to prevent and 
respond across three pillars of action: (i) data and knowledge, 
(ii) policy dialogue, and (iii) operational engagement.2

1	 World Bank. 2016. World Bank Group Gender Strategy (FY16-23): Gender equality, Poverty Reduction and Inclusive Growth. Washington, D.C.: 
World Bank Group.

2	 World Bank. 2021. Regional Action Plan on Gender-Based Violence in the Middle East and North Africa. Washington, D.C: World Bank Group.

Gender Equality: 
A Priority in MENA

This note describes the World Bank’s 
approach to women’s empowerment and 
gender equality in the Middle East and 
North Africa region and provides a snapshot 
of recent accomplishments in each of six 
focus areas: i) economic opportunities, ii) 
inclusive service delivery, iii) human capital, 
iv) enabling legal and social environment, v) 
fragility & gender-based violence, vi) food 
security, climate and sustainability.

The Middle East and North Africa is a vast region spanning 
two continents and tremendous disparities within and 
among countries. Each country faces a unique set of issues, 
which requires a unique approach and instruments. For 
example, in the West Bank & Gaza, the share of girls who 
have completed secondary education is significantly greater 
than that of boys, while the reverse is true in Djibouti. Jordan 
has lower-than-average adolescent fertility and maternal 
mortality rates, while Yemen is facing an extreme health 
crisis in the midst of conflict. Internet access is near-universal 
for Emirati nationals, while there remain significant gaps in 
access for women in Iraq. The country characteristics and 
interlocutors are, of course, different as well from country 
to country: for instance, higher governmental instability 
in Lebanon necessitates a greater share of private-sector 
investment than the countries of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC). These differences are reflected in the 
unique approaches needed for each country, with the Bank 
emphasizing country engagement and analysis in the GCC, 
for instance, and a higher share of operational activities in 
countries like Egypt, Jordan and Morocco.
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The World Bank’s task is to use knowledge, lending, and 
advocacy to advance policy reforms and respond to 
gender-specific needs. In line with the RGAP, one goal is 
to lift gender-specific constraints that influence women’s 
decisions to enter – or stay out of – the labor market, 
including legal discrimination, barriers to mobility, the digital 
gender gap, limited access to finance, adverse workplace 
policies, domestic care duties, and so on. Another goal is 
to combat GBV in all its manifestations, from community- 
and individual-level interventions to high-level policy and 
legal reforms. The four principal instruments of the Bank in 
this endeavor are data and evidence, country engagement, 
operations, and, cutting across these, knowledge 
management. 

The first step in improving gender equality in the MENA 
region is to generate data and evidence around the issues, 
both for internal and external use. In general, the MENA 
region is a region with limited public access to official 
data, especially at the microdata level, and there is limited 
evidence on what works to close gender gaps. The Middle 
East and North Africa Gender Innovation Lab (MNAGIL) 
conducts experimental research to find smart evidence to 
close gender gaps in the region.3 More generally, the Bank’s 
Advisory Services and Analytics (ASA) support the design or 
implementation of better policies, strengthen institutions, 
build capacity, inform development strategies or operations, 
and contribute to the global development agenda. These 
outputs include analytical reports, policy notes, hands-
on advice, and knowledge-sharing workshops or training 
programs. The Bank also develops evidence on incorporating 
behavioral science into policy and programmatic design 
through its Mind, Behavior, and Development (eMBeD) Unit.4 
Other Bank outputs in this area include country gender 
assessments to provide granular analysis of gender gaps, 
and gender score cards with key development indicators and 
portfolio performance.

Across the region, fostering country engagement around 
gender issues through policy dialogue and partnerships 
is essential. One step is to ensure that gender equality 
is a core factor in each country’s Systematic Country 
Diagnostic (SCD), Country Partnership Framework (CPF), 
Performance and Learning Review (PLR), and Completion 

3	 See www.worldbank.org/en/programs/mena-gender-innovation-lab.
4	 See www.worldbank.org/en/programs/embed.
5	 For the MGF, see www.worldbank.org/en/programs/mashreq-gender-facility.
6	 The World Bank offers three main lending instruments: Investment Project Financing (IPF) provides funds and guarantee financing to governments 

for physical/social infrastructure. The Program-for-Results (PforR) financing model uses a country’s own institutions and processes and links 
disbursement of funds directly to the achievement of specific program results. Development Policy Financing (DPF) provides funds and guarantee 
budget support to governments for programs of policy and institutional actions.

and Learning Review (CLR) so that the emphasis on gender 
is reflected in the core documents shaping the Bank’s 
activities in each country. In addition, in the MENA region, 
each country management unit has identified Country 
Gender Frameworks which further identifies priorities 
and commitments related to the gender gaps based on 
the country-specific context and needs. The Bank has 
established initiatives like the Mashreq Gender Facility (MGF) 
and the Maghreb Facility for Women’s Economic and Social 
Inclusion (MFW) to enable coordinated, holistic identification 
and response to improve women’s economic opportunities 
and participation at the country level.5 These Facilities work 
through all the Bank’s instruments by building the evidence 
and then turning that evidence into action and facilitating 
both internal and external dialogue along the way. The Bank 
also supports sector-specific regional platforms, such as 
the Regional Energy Network in Energy for Women in MENA 
(RENEW MENA), to help meet gender diversity objectives in 
cooperation with government, private sector, and academia.

The operational, lending instruments of the Bank’s gender 
strategy in the region involve projects that incorporate and 
result in greater gender equality. A key tool is the Gender 
Tag, which prompts Task Team Leaders (TTLs) to assess the 
extent to which a project identifies gender gaps, addresses 
those gaps through specific actions, and links those actions 
to specific indicators in the results framework to continually 
monitor and evaluate results. The proportion of gender 
tagged WBG projects in MENA rose from 68% in FY17 to 
73% in FY18 to 100% in FY19 and FY20. In FY21 and FY22 
it was again lower than 100%, mainly due to the nature of 
emergency response projects.6

Across these instruments, the Bank is also involved 
in knowledge management; that is, leveraging existing 
knowledge and monitoring corporate commitments. Among 
other tools, knowledge exchanges and good practice hubs 
(peer-to-peer learning) are powerful ways to share, replicate, 
and scale up what works in development. They can build 
the capacity, confidence, and conviction of individuals and 
groups to act. The UAE’s recently launched Gender Balance 
Center for Excellence is one example of a hub for knowledge 
exchange across the region. 

Tapping into World Bank 
Instruments to Identify 
and Address Gender Gaps 
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This note divides recent World Bank activities into six focus 
areas: Economic Opportunities, Inclusive Service Delivery, 
Human Capital, Enabling Legal & Social Environment, Fragility 
& Gender-Based Violence, and Food Security, Climate, and 
Sustainability. In reality, of course, most projects are cross-
cutting since these themes are interlinked. 

A. Economic Opportunities 

The MENA region is one of the most unequal in the world 
in terms of equality of economic opportunities between 
women and men. In 2016, 21 percent of women in the region 
were economically active, a share that has decreased to 18 
percent in 2021.7 This compares to 71 percent of men. Women 
are more than twice as likely to be unemployed (20 percent 
compared to 8 percent, 2021). Across the region, women 
remain largely excluded from private sector leadership and 
entrepreneurship, with only 7 percent of firms having a 
female top manager. However, the gap in financial access 
has decreased: in 2017, 35 percent of women and 52 percent 
of men (aged 15+) had a bank account, while those figures 
rose to 42 and 54 percent by 2021.  

The Bank has identified this focus area as a top priority 
for gender equality in the region. Nearly every project 
in MENA touches on women’s economic opportunities to 
some degree, and many target it specifically, through a 
number of mechanisms. Across the region, Bank operations 
help women overcome structural and social barriers to 
economic empowerment by providing access to finance, 
building business and entrepreneurial skills and networks, 
identifying salient barriers and opportunities, improving 
women’s access to and ownerships of assets, confronting 
harmful stereotypes and restrictive norms, and convening 
stakeholders to push for systemic change. 

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f Projects that focus on gender gaps in entrepreneurship, 
financial inclusion and ownership and control of assets 
include the Morocco: Financing Innovative Startups 
and SMEs Project (P150928) and Tunisia: Innovative 
Startups and SMEs Project (P167380). They facilitate 
the increase of private equity and quasi-equity for 
hundreds of innovative startups and SMEs, employ 
incentive-based measures to ensure that programs are 
inclusive of women entrepreneurs, and provide training 
in hard and soft business skills to ensure women are 
able to graduate from concept development grants to 

7	 Data on economic opportunities from World Development Indicators: data.worldbank.org

investment readiness grants. By the end of the program, 
at least 25 percent of entrepreneurs receiving pre-seed 
grants will be women. Similarly, the Djibouti: Support 
for Women and Youth Entrepreneurship (P165558) 
targets gender gaps in economic activity and access 
to financial services by providing grants and cash 
transfers to newly formed enterprises and business plan 
competition winners. Additionally, it builds the capacity 
of women and young entrepreneurs by improving their 
access to skills and business development trainings, 
small-scale financial information, and resources for 
entrepreneurs.

	f The Women Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative (We-
Fi) supports women entrepreneurs by scaling up 
access to financial products and services, building 
capacity, expanding networks, offering mentors, and 
providing opportunities to link with domestic and global 
markets. For example, a two-day UAE: Regional We-
Fi Summit in Dubai in 2020 spurred action to support 
women entrepreneurs across the region. The event 
attracted over 3,000 participants from 87 countries 
and highlighted legal reforms, discriminatory practices, 
and tools to increase early-stage financing for women 
entrepreneurs.

	f By targeting gender gaps in the digital economy 
(especially among young women) the Jordan: Youth, 
Technology, and Jobs Project (P170669) improves 
digitally enabled income opportunities through 
mentorships programs, networks, and skills workshops, 
and expands digitized government services in Jordan. At 
least 3,000 (30 percent) of the beneficiaries of training 
on employable digital skills thus far are women. Similarly, 
the West Bank & Gaza: Technology for Youth and Jobs 
Project (P172571) addresses gender gaps in economic 
activity due to structural and normative constraints and 
access to jobs and leadership positions in the IT sector. 
It provides targeted financial incentives to companies 
for female internship recruitment, provides advisory 
services to firms to respond to the differentiated needs 
of women and men, and is devising a cost-sharing 
scheme to advance female-led businesses. 

	f Some projects provide support to wage employment 
opportunities for women. The Jordan Support 
to Private Sector Employment and Skills Project 
(P177959) includes a series of actions to address 
several constraints that keep women out of the labor 
force, such as transportation subsidies and targeted 
outreach for sectors employing a larger share of women. 

A Snapshot of Progress and 
Results across Thematic Areas
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THE DIGITAL ECONOMY AND TECH DIVIDE
Worldwide and in the Middle East and North Africa, an increasing number of digital jobs will be created as technology 
transforms almost every economic sector. This transformation has great potential for increasing opportunities for women. 
The ability for women to work from home with flexible hours enhanced by digital technology helps overcome many of the 
constraints to economic participation, such as lack of safe and quality transportation, lack of childcare, personal preferences, 
and restrictive social norms. The increased opportunities that digital jobs offer will not by themselves lead to massive 
increased in participation; however, they can help circumvent existing barriers and be part of the generational shift observed 
in other countries that did subsequently experience rapid increases in participation. This transition will cut across income 
and education groups: low-skilled and rural women can benefit from this digital transformation as opportunities for impact 
outsourcing and platforms connecting small-scale farmers and craftspeople emerge. Women with access to digital services 
will see improved service delivery and access to new skills and knowledge. 

However, unless the digital gender gap is closed, this change may serve to exacerbate existing iniquities. Women in MENA are 
less likely to own a mobile phone, use the internet, or work in technology-intensive fields like ICT. Furthermore, women face 
unique barriers to using technology, including exposure to online harassment and restrictive social norms. Many recent World 
Bank projects in the region focusing on economic opportunities and services specifically target women to close the digital gender 
gap, such as the Youth, Technology, and Jobs Project (P170669) in Jordan, Building the Foundations of a Digital Economy 
(P174975) in the West Bank & Gaza, and Digital Transformation for User-Centric Public Services (P168425) in Tunisia.

The West Bank & Gaza: Cash for Work and Self-
Employment Support Program (P167726) promoted 
paid work opportunities across 23 NGOs, resulting in 
the recruitment of 4,084 young people, 71 percent of 
whom are female. Additionally, the program plans to 
ensure 375 young women become “e-lancers.” 

	f To address women’s asset ownership and control, 
projects like the Egypt: Inclusive Housing Finance 
Program AF (P168582) specifically targets women. 
It encourages women to use local offices and online 
processes to apply for housing subsidies, while 
establishing eligibility criteria prioritizing women-
headed households as beneficiaries of ownership and 
rental subsidies. As a result, Egypt’s female share of 
housing owners has risen to 20 percent. The housing 
gender gap was also addressed in the Djibouti Affordable 
Housing Project (P176772) which expands women’s 
access to housing through financing solutions that 
incentivize formal co-ownership or joint mortgage loans 
and the West Bank & Gaza: Real Estate Registration 
Project (P168576) which focuses on women’s access 
to knowledge about rights and processes related to 
enhanced tenure security and improved real estate 
registration services. In Djibouti, the project also fosters 
the participation of female workers in the housing 
sector whereas, in West Bank ang Gaza, the goal is to 
enhance and secure women’s land rights to provide 
additional opportunities for women through increased 
access to finance.

	f To address policy level constraints to women’s 
economic activity, the Development Policy Lending 
series Jordan: Equitable Growth & Job Creation 
DPLs (P166360, P168130) broadened the scope of 
opportunities available for women. Policies focused 
on flex work arrangements, types and hours of 
employment, sexual harassment codes of conduct public 
transportation and at the workplace and streamlined 
licensing process for home-based businesses. Seventy 

percent of companies that adopted flex work through 
this loan reported higher productivity, while 60 percent 
reported an increase in the employment and retention 
of female employees. 

	f As part of the the Mashreq Gender Facility, the World 
Bank Group is supporting the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) in introducing Gender-Responsive 
Public Procurement (GRPP). As a result of the Support, 
KRG has established an inter-ministerial Task Force 
to lead the introduction of GRPP in KRI. Key recent 
achievements include identifying key challenges in the 
gender/public procurement nexus in KRI, including i) the 
lack of standard definitions, gender-disaggregated data, 
and an SME procurement policy; ii) elaborating a menu 
of options of possible elements that could be included 
in a GRPP policy in KRI (e.g. division of procurement 
awards into lots, subcontracting, support for women-led 
businesses, etc.); and iii) carrying out consultations with 
the GRPP Task Force to develop draft recommendations 
for KRG to consider when introducing GRPP. 
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B. Inclusive Service Delivery

Across the region, women’s exclusion from political 
representation and policy decision-making has often 
meant that public services are not designed with 
their needs in mind. The lack of safe and reliable public 
transportation and the lack of affordable quality childcare 
services are cited as two of the greatest barriers to female 
labor force participation. While female-headed households 
(FHHs) tend to have lower incomes and are more vulnerable 
to food insecurity, women also face challenges in registering 
for and receiving government services due to structural and 
cultural barriers. 

The World Bank seeks to improve the inclusiveness and 
quality of service delivery in the MENA region. Among the 
approaches undertaken include operations to strengthen 
social protection programs, upgrade physical infrastructure, 
improve the targeting of cash transfer programs, directly 
provide essential services in places without functional states, 
increase the responsiveness of municipal governments, 
and ensure that future budgeting and planning procedures 
include women’s voices and needs.

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f Improving access to one type of service can have 
ripple effects: When the Morocco: Second Rural Roads 
Project (P148003) was completed, women went to 
health centers more frequently and doctors attended 
health centers more often. The school enrollment rate 
of girls also rose from 65 percent to 72 percent in areas 
targeted by the first or second national rural roads 
program.

	f Targeting gender gaps in safety and reliability of 
public transportation, the Lebanon: Greater Beirut 
Public Transportation Project (P160224) takes a 
multifaceted approach, including training of bus drivers, 
creation of reliable complaint channels, improvements 
in security infrastructure, modernization of vehicles 
and schedules, awareness raising campaigns to combat 
sexual harassment, and provision of social fares to meet 
the needs of women, youth, and the poor.

	f More traditional safety net projects take a targeted 
approach to ensure a large share of female beneficiaries. 
The Egypt: Strengthening Social Safety Nets Projects 
& AF (P145699 & P168414) supports the Takaful and 
Karama cash transfer programs, which has reached 
5 million households equivalent to approximately 20 
million individuals, across 27 governorates. Seventy-
four percent of beneficiaries receive pre-loaded smart 
cards that boost financial inclusion and decision-making 
while improving household consumption are women.

	f In Jordan, the Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 
Response (P173974) responds to a series of risks and 
issues that had a disproportionately higher impact 
on women as a result of the pandemic. It identifies 
and addresses gender gaps in the vulnerability levels 
of household heads, access to financial services, and 
access to information about managing household stress 
and risks of IPV. Using communications campaigns and 
mixed-mode outreach, it ensured that beneficiaries 
registered and received payments digitally.

	f Tunisia’s Digital Transformation for User-Centric 
Public Services (P168425) increases women’s access 
to information and digital technology, literacy, and 
use. It employs communications campaigns, skills 
workshops and information sessions, and social norms 
campaigns to sensitize and mainstream women’s digital 
awareness with the ultimate goal to enhance access to 
a range of public services.

COVID-19 EXACERBATED GENDER INEQUALITIES
The impact of Covid-19 has been unprecedented, exacerbating existing crises and widening disparities by gender and different 
socio-economic and regional factors. Women’s increases care and household responsibilities, intensified by school closures 
and lockdowns, limit their voice and agency, as well as their possibilities of participating in the labor market. Additionally, 
women have been more likely than men to lose their jobs: despite making up just 19 percent of the labor force in the region, 
women represent more than 40 percent of jobs lost to the pandemic. Since the outbreak, the share of female permanent full-
time workers declined by 5 percentage points in Morocco and 6 pp in Jordan. This is partly due to the fact that many women 
are in lower status positions and under-recognized, with limited protections that put them at greater risk of job loss. 

Furthermore, disruptions to maternal and reproductive health services due to the increased healthcare burden of the pandemic 
may lead to increased maternal mortality and adolescent fertility. Finally, the risks of GBV, including IPV, child marriage, and 
FGM, have increased since the pandemic. In Lebanon, domestic violence hotlines received twice as many calls during the first 
three months of 2020 than all of 2019. In Libya, 45 percent of women feared that domestic violence would increase during 
lockdown. Several World Bank projects in the region in recent years address the gendered element of the pandemic, such as 
the Covid-19 Response Project and AF (P173807 and P174675) in Djibouti, the Covid-19 Emergency Response (P173912) in 
Egypt, and the Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response (P173974) in Tunisia.
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C. Human Capital

Human development, particularly in the fields of health and 
education, is one of the central pillars of the WBG Gender 
Strategy. In the MENA region, girls are slightly better off 
than boys across the dimensions of the human capital index 
(HCI), with average scores of 0.57 and 0.53, respectively. 
Overall, women live longer and are better education than 
men. However, this is not true in every country. In Djibouti, 
for instance, girls are much less likely to continue their 
education beyond primary school than boys, and in Yemen, 
girls are nearly twice as likely to not attend primary school 
at all. Similarly, these countries continue to have higher-
than-average rates of maternal and infant mortality. There 
are even larger gender discrepancies across these indicators 
in rural areas in many countries, such as Egypt and Iraq. A 
second caveat is that women’s gains in education do not 
translate into economic activity in the MENA region; even 
women who graduated with degrees in high-demand STEM 
fields like ICT are less likely to enter the labor market and 
more likely to be unemployed than men.

The World Bank activities that focus on building human 
capital for women and girls tend to do so in the countries 
where the gender gaps are particularly high. Bank 
operations work to strengthen human capital by improving 
the quality of healthcare services, increasing access to 
quality education, combating learning interruptions caused 
by conflict and Covid-19, supporting female teachers, 
disseminating accurate information about healthcare, and 
ensuring that health and education facilities have adequate 
WASH services. 

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f The Egypt: Transforming Egypt’s Healthcare 
Project (P167000) addresses gender gaps in human 
development, particularly the poor quality of healthcare. 
It aims to improve the quality of primary healthcare 
services, including maternal and child health, family 
planning services, and services for GBV survivors. 

	f Several projects in Djibouti focus on enhancing 
human capital, and includes targeted and innovative 
measures to focus on women. The Djibouti: Towards 
Zero Stunting Project (P164164) addresses gender gaps 
in health and nutrition among adolescents and access to 
healthcare. It focuses on improving nutrition for women 
and children during pregnancy and early childhood and 
delivering high-quality health and nutrition services at 
health facilities. It also aims to increase the number of 
mobile clinics and teams and the number of visits they 
conduct in rural areas and to nomadic populations. 
To close gender gaps in enrollment, the Djibouti: 
Expanding Opportunities for Learning Project 
(P166059) provides physical infrastructure including 
gender-segregated toilets and additional classrooms, 
supports teachers to combat gender stereotypes, 
and partners with local governments to address local 
constraints that impair girls from enrolling and staying 
in primary and secondary levels of school. The Djibouti: 
Integrated Cash Transfer and Human Capital Project 
(P166220) targets a broader range of gender gaps in 
vulnerability to poverty and economic shocks, access 
to economic opportunities, decision-making in public 
investments and community priorities, and lack of 
information on beneficial practices relate to girls’ health 
and education. It provides cash transfers to poor and 
vulnerable households, prioritizing those with female 
members, supports decentralization processes that 
involve equal participation for women and men, and 
developed accompanying measures covering nutrition, 
GBV, and girls’ health and education.

	f By adopting a holistic approach to early childhood 
development, the West Bank & Gaza: Improving Early 
Childhood Development Project (P168295) focuses on 
gender gaps in parental engagement in childcare and the 
lack of awareness of best practices for early stimulation 
and healthy child development. It introduces parenting 
interventions for pregnant women and child caregivers, 
encourages men to be more engaged in childrearing, 
and equips service providers with the tools to provide 
information sessions based on local needs.
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D. Enabling Legal and Social Environment

Women’s voices and agency in the MENA region have long 
been restricted by restrictive legal frameworks and social 
norms. Despite recent legal reforms in some MENA countries, 
women still have less than half the rights men do, with a 
regional Women, Business, and the Law (WBL) score of 53.2 
compared to a global average of 77.1, indicating that women 
have less than half the legal rights that men do. Large legal 
gaps persist in indicators related to pay, marriage, assets, 
inheritance, and parenthood, although the nature of the 
gap differs from country to country. According to recently 
published Arab Barometer data, most survey respondents 
agree that “a man should have final say in all decisions 
concerning the family” and “in general, men are better at 
political leadership than women.”8 Norms such as these 
and around issues like women’s role in domestic work and 
childcare perpetuate general social inequality and contribute 
to the stubbornly low rate of labor force participation. 
Engaging men and boys is an essential element of this cross-
cutting platform, as well, in particular relevant to efforts 
aimed at changing prevailing, limiting social norms around 
women’s and men’s role in society.

The World Bank has identified numerous avenues through 
which to reform legal and political inequalities and push 
back against restrictive gender norms. Across the region, 
Bank operations review and recommend revisions to 
legal codes in areas like property rights and employment, 
incentivize enforcement of pro-equality regulations like 
quotas in decision-making bodies, ensure that women’s 
needs and perspectives are represented in national planning 
procedures, and undertake communications campaigns and 
community outreach to address harmful social norms.

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f The Egypt: Inclusive Growth for Sustainable Recovery 
DPF (P171311) introduced an entire pillar with the 
objective to foster women’s economic inclusion. It 
aims to support the government’s post-pandemic 
recovery efforts while addressing some of the long-
term structural challenges facing Egypt, including 
women’s economic empowerment and private sector 
development. It supported digital and financial inclusion, 
lifted restrictions on women’s participation on different 
sectors, and supported government efforts to address 
GBV. 

	f Morocco: Municipal Performance Program (P168147) 
targets gender gaps in representation in elected office 
and presence in decision-making bodies. It requires 
municipalities to create consultative groups on equity, 
equality of opportunities, and gender, and incentivizes 
them to ensure these groups’ operationalization through 
performance-based investment grants. Additionally, 
the project provides technical assistance and capacity 
building on the gender dimension of municipal planning, 
management, and budgeting.

	f Addressing gender gaps in economic activity and the 
legal, structural, and social barriers women face, the 

8	 Toukan, Dima M. 2023. Gender gaps in MENA remain stubbornly entrenched, despite positive trends. February 8, 2023.

Iraq: Social Fund for Development (P163108) included 
women at community development groups (at least 30 
percent) and the Board of Trustees and undertook social 
and economic assessments including gender-specific 
action plans. Further, it made revisions to existing laws 
and regulations to minimize legal restrictions on female 
participation in the labor market and provided skills 
training to encourage women to join the labor market.

	f Saudi Arabia Business Environment RAS an: Women’s 
Economic Empowerment Advisory Services  programs 
follow the Bank’s country engagement model of 
identification, diagnostic, prioritization, implementation, 
and lessons and results. With Technical assistance from 
FCI, Saudi Arabia implemented a historic package of 
reforms. Women were granted increased maternity 
leave; New Labor Law provisions mandated equal 
pay for work of equal value, non-discrimination in 
employment and protection from sexual harassment in 
the workplace; The Personal Status Law was amended 
allowing women to be heads of household in the same 
way as men; banking regulations were amended to 
mandate equality in access to credit. Saudi Arabia 
made the biggest global improvement in lifting legal 
restrictions for women’s economic empowerment, 
enacting reforms in six out of eight areas measured 
between 2017 and 2019.

	f UAE Women Economic Empowerment Advisory Ser-
vices: With technical assistance from FCI, UAE became 
the MENA regional leader in women’s economic empow-
erment. The UAE mandated non-discrimination in em-
ployment, equal pay for work of equal value, non-dis-
crimination in access to finance, and criminalized sexual 
harassment. The UAE also became the first country in 
the MENA region to offer fully paid parental leave.

	f UAE Gender Center for Excellence (P178846): in 
September 2022, the Gender Center for Excelence, 
was opened, which will serve as a hub for innovation 
and support for policy makers working on women’s 
empowerment.  The Center will be a platform for setting 
the tone for gender reform for the region, share the 
UAE’s successful experience, bring in other global good 
practices and thus, effectively support reform efforts 
across the Middle East and North Africa.

	f The Mashreq Gender Facility (P168157) takes a multi-
facetted approach to support the governments of 
Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon in their efforts to increase 
female labor force participation by strengthening 
the enabling environment and enhancing women’s 
access to economic opportunities. The joint WB and 
IFC technical assistance facility builds on country-level 
work plans to address issues like legal reforms, sexual 
harassment, private sector environment, childcare, 
social norms, and other barriers, while the regional 
workplace promotes evidence building, knowledge 
sharing, and creating opportunities for forcibly displaced 
women. It has contributed to the passing of the Anti-
Sexual Harassment legislation in Lebanon (2020) and 
the issuance of a Central Bank of Iraq Circular to prohibit 
gender discrimination in access to finance. 
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	f Many community development approaches incorpo-
rate a focus on women as not only beneficiaries but 
active agents of change. The Djibouti: Integrated 
Slum Updating Project (P162901) targets gender gaps 
in living conditions, urban safety, access to water and 
sanitation, and representation in decision-making. It 
enhances women’s representation in the Community 
Development Fund through enforcement of its 33 per-
cent quota and target trainings, prioritizes FHHs in al-
location and targeting of CDF activities, and provides 
support for training activities and CSO-led community 
awareness around women’s safety.

	f Country engagement with the Kuwait’s Supreme 
Council for Planning and Development led to a plan for 
addressing gender gaps in the Kuwait: National Jobs 
Strategy (P166155). It links national development ob-
jectives with a focus on promoting an enabling environ-
ment for women’s private employment, entrepreneur-
ship, and leadership. It builds on a gender framework 
proposing a specific theory of change and measurable 
activities across NDP pillars for women’s empowerment 
and political, social and economic inclusion

E. Fragility & Gender-Based Violence

Women and girls in the region face a high risk of gender-
based violence (GBV). GBV takes many forms, from child 
marriage (32 percent of Yemeni girls are married by age 
18), to female genital mutilation (affecting 93 percent and 
87 percent of women ages 15-49 in Djibouti and Egypt, 
respectively), to public sexual harassment (experienced by 
50 percent of women in Tunisia), to intimate partner violence 
(IPV); 40 percent of women in the region experienced physical 
or sexual violence by an intimate partner. In 2013, WHO 
reported that 40 percent of women in MENA experienced 
some form of violence in their lifetime, but overall prevalence 
is likely to be higher. Furthermore, many countries in 
the MENA region are affected by fragility, conflict, and 
violence, or border a country that is. FCV contexts present 
unique challenges when it comes to gender (see box below). 
This means that the region hosts millions of refugees and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), the majority of these 
being women and children, who are especially vulnerable to 
GBV, and who face particular challenges to access economic 
opportunities and ensure human capital accumulation and 
overall wellbeing. The RGAP also stresses the importance of 
focusing on the positive role women can play in recovery and 
reconstruction in conflict-affected areas.

The RGAP focuses on gender and conflict as one of the 
central pillars of the regional gender strategy, and the 
Regional Action Plan to Address Gender Based Violence 
in MENA identifies recommendations for expanding the 
knowledge, policy dialogue and operational engagement. 
It includes an increased focus on prevention through 
social norms campaigns, improved service delivery, and 
strengthened access to justice.

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f The Jordan: Economic Opportunities for Jordanians 
and Syrian Refugees (P171172) has a special 

focus on women’s economic opportunities - jobs, 
entrepreneurship and access to finance, while also 
addressing the issue of social norms through media 
campaigns. 90,000 women adopted to digital financial 
services; and 1,240 home-based businesses were 
registered, of which 722 are women-owned. The PforR 
also expanded private sector provision of childcare 
services and expanded entrepreneurship through 
improving the investment climate for home-based 
businesses. By engaging with the Jordanian National 
Commission for Women communication campaigns 
targeting norms and attitudes around women’s work 
were developed.

	f With a focus on vulnerable, conflict affected, 
population groups, the Yemen: Emergency Crisis 
Response Project (P159053) provides short-term 
employment and basic services to people affected 
by Yemen’s multiple crises. It has benefited 120,339 
women with nutrition services and is expanding income 
support to more than 9 million people, of which at 
least 30 percent will be women. Moreover, the Yemen: 
Emergency Electricity Access Project (P163777) 
addresses the disproportionate impact of a lack of 
energy on women while also supporting financial 
inclusion through an inclusive approach of extending 
solar photovoltaic kits via micro-finance institutions 
(MFIs). By December 2022, 44 percent of total credit 
sales were to women and 16 percent of those sales to 
women were going to first time borrowers. Women also 
represented 28 percent of the workforce in the MFIs 
deploying the solar kits.

	f Djibouti’s Promoting Women’s and Community Resil-
ience in the Fight Against GBV (P178332) focuses on 
improving girls and women’s access to skills develop-
ment and livelihoods support; community awareness 
and mobilization to address GBV in targeted areas and 
will work to support the quality of psychosocial counsel-
ing services utilized by GBV survivors.
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FRAGILITY, CONFLICT, AND VIOLENCE
Poverty and fragility and increasingly interlinked. By 2030, more than half of the world’s extreme poor will live in countries 
characterized fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV). In the MENA region, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen are currently classified as 
countries affected by violent conflict, while Lebanon, Libya, and the West Bank and Gaza are classified as countries with high 
levels of institutional and social fragility. Additionally, many people who have been uprooted from these countries have found 
refuge in nearby states, including Jordan, Egypt, and Algeria. The FCV context interacts with every focus area for gender in the 
region, as women and girls who are affected by violence and instability face unique challenges. 

Many refugees are cut off from support networks and face higher rates of unemployment and impoverishment. Constraints on 
economic participation for women, such as access to capital, legal barriers, and limited participation, are particularly salient 
for refugees and IDPs. Lack of access to income and services hampers the development of human capital, as displaced people 
often struggle to access adequate education and health care. Furthermore, displaced women and girls are at particular risk of 
different forms of GBV, including kidnapping, rape, and human trafficking. Recognizing the unique challenges facing women 
in FCV contexts, several Bank projects in the region focus specifically on these groups, such as Economic Opportunities 
for Jordanians and Syrian Refugees (P171172) in Jordan, the Yemen Education Project (P175036), and AF for the Third 
Municipal Development Program (P168544) in the West Bank & Gaza. A mapping of FCV projects in 2018 found that 67 
percent of MENA projects addressed multiple gender gaps.

	f A Code of Conduct was issued through a Ministerial Decree in 2021 
with suppport from the Egypt Inclusive Growth for Sustainable 
Recovery (P171311) and in collaboaration with with the Ministry of 
Transport and National Council for Women. The Bank’s support served 
as a catalyst to move the agenda forward on safe transportation 
and provided wider support to additional stakeholders to address 
gender-based violence challenges in respective sectors

	f As part of it selection criteria, the Gaza Emergency Support for 
Social Services Project (P177897) gives preferential treatment to 
NGOs providing mental health and psychosocial support services 
(MPHSS) that prevent or mitigate the impacts of GBV, such as 
GBV hotlines. Additionally, the project will collect data on different 
types of mental health and psycho-social support offered, as well 
as, whenever possible, demand for type of service and any reported 
impact by gender. 

	f The Egypt: Covid-19 Emergency Response Project (P173912) 
responded to gender gaps in exposure to the Covid-19 virus (since 
women represent a very high proportion of the relevant health 
workforce), professional and household stress, and tension that could 
lead to increased GBV. It operated primarily through behavior change 
campaigns around healthcare, infection prevention, and household 
stressors that could elevate the risk of GBV.
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F. Food Security, Climate, and Sustainability

Challenges around food security, energy availability, 
water scarcity, and environmental disasters linked to 
climate change are pressing in many MENA countries. A 
combination of natural (e.g., drought, locusts) and human 
(e.g., energy disruptions, food prices, conflict) shocks have 
been especially dangerous for FHHs, which tend to have 
less access to finance and services. A majority of survey 
respondents in Egypt, Iraq, Tunisia, and Libya (and nearly half 
in Lebanon and Jordan) report that they often or sometimes 
run out of food before they have money to buy more.9

The World Bank has identified that increasing gender 
equality will make communities – and women themselves 
– more resilient to these crises, which are likely to only 
increase as the effects of climate change manifest. However, 
Bank operations also seek to improve community resilience 
directly, for instance by increasing the responsiveness 
and gender inclusiveness of disaster response programs, 
targeting women and FHHs with support, disseminating 
information about nutrition and agricultural practices, and 
ensuring that women are directly involved in renewable 
energy and sustainable agriculture.

Recent highlights of Bank activity in this focus area include:

	f Several projects address gender employment gaps 
that exist in the Energy sector. The Morocco: Noor Solar 
Power Project AF (P164288) focuses on gender gaps 
in employment in the energy sector, skills, and access 
to information about jobs. It provides information and 
skills trainings, applying a gender lens to ensure that 
women can participate. As a multiphase programmatic 
approach (MPA), the West Bank & Gaza: Advancing 
Sustainability in Performance, Infrastructure, and 
Reliability of the Energy Sector (P170928) responds 
to gender gaps in economic activity, employer hiring 

9	 Toukan, 2023

preferences, vulnerability to energy poverty, and the 
impact of lack of energy on businesses. It provides female 
engineering graduates with information on trainings 
and job opportunities, skills training, mentorship, and 
private sector matchmaking. Additionally, it supports 
recruitment of female engineers interested in renewable 
energy to conduct business needs assessments and 
addresses gender-specific barriers in the field, like 
maternity leave. Since the launch of the program, the 
share of female engineers in the national authority 
and related electricity companies has increased from 
7 percent to 18 percent, exceeding original target of 12 
percent.

	f Projects also focus on engaging women in local, 
sustainable development processes and activities. 
The Egypt: Sustainable Rural Sanitation Services 
AF (P166597) aims to create local women’s fora at 
the governorate level with clear roles and monitoring, 
strengthening women’s representation in local 
community committees, and providing technical 
assistance to water and sanitation companies to review 
HR policies and procedures in order to increase female 
hiring and empowerment. The Tunisia: Ecotourism 
and Conservation of Desert Biodiversity (P120561) 
introduced activities to support women’s access to 
economic opportunities in ecotourism. It promotes 
enabling conditions for sustainable land management 
and ecotourism development and supported the 
implementation of integrated natural resource 
management. 109 out of the 230 for-profit micro-
projects involved were managed by women.

	f A project that addressed gender gaps in agriculture and 
food security is the Yemen: Smallholder Agricultural 
Production Restoration and Enhancement Project 
(P162659). It supported farmers (including 30 percent 
women) in adopting improved agricultural technology 
and provided them with assets and services to increase 
productivity and nutrition of agricultural practices.
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