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1>>>
Introduction

In 2019-2020, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) introduced a historic package of legal reforms 
aimed at strengthening women’s economic participation, in line with its national policy commit-
ment to gender balance. 

The reforms signified a major milestone for the region, introducing paid parental leave in the 
private sector for the first time in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), enabling women to 
choose where to live and to travel outside the home and internationally in the same way as men, 
introducing the principle of equal pay for work of equal value, and lifting the obedience provision 
in the UAE’s Personal Status Law. The reforms aligned with the UAE’s national vision to expand 
women’s role in driving economic growth, and with its goal of establishing itself as a regional— 
and international—leader on gender equality. Following the reforms introduced in 2020, the UAE 
became the top-performing economy in the MENA region, as measured by the World Bank’s 
Women, Business and the Law Report.  

This case study explores the nature of the legal reforms in the UAE, their potential implications 
for women’s economic empowerment and the UAE’s gender policy goals, and the factors that 
provided the enabling conditions for change.  

Key points

• The United Arab Emirates (UAE) introduced historic legal re-
forms in 2019 and 2020 to support higher levels of women’s 
economic participation. The reforms were introduced in the 
context of wide-ranging national policy commitments to gender 
balance and women’s economic participation. The UAE reform 
experience shows that strong progress can be made towards 
gender equality within a short period of time when strong lead-
ership commitment is present. 

• The UAE has set an important precedent for legal gender equal-
ity in the region by being the first economy to introduce paid pa-
rental leave1 for male and female employees in the private sector. 

• The UAE reforms also demonstrated how changes to the Per-
sonal Status Laws can be implemented to create greater gen-
der equality while aligning with sharia principles. 

• Following the 2020 legal reforms, the UAE became MENA and 
the GCC’s top performer in the 2021 WBL Report.

• Following the reforms, the UAE is well situated to increase 
women’s economic participation, building on existing progress 
in areas of strategic national interest. For example, 56 percent 
of UAE’s STEM graduates are women, and the majority of the 
national space program workforce is female. 
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2>>>
The context for the reforms
Women’s role in the UAE economy has been steadily increasing over time. Female labor force 
participation has been on an upward trajectory since the 1990s, rising from 29 percent in 1990 
to 37 percent in 20052, and reaching 58 percent in 20193. As a result, just prior to the 2020 re-
forms, the UAE already had one of the highest female labor force participation rates in the MENA 
region, comparing favorably to the regional average of 20 percent4 and the global average of 47 
percent5.  This increasing trend of female labor force participation has been linked to a range 
of factors including increased educational attainment by Emirati women, changing cultural at-
titudes concerning the role of women6,  as well as strong public sector employment and nation-
alization policies in the private sector7.  

Nevertheless, despite these gains, female labor force participation in the UAE remained consid-
erably lower than men’s, which has been relatively stable at over 90 percent since the 1990s (92 
percent in 2019).8 Moreover, total labor force participation rates in the UAE have been heavily in-
fluenced by large numbers of migrant workers, which can obscure the situation of Emirati women, 
who were still considerably less likely to work than their non-national counterparts. In 2019, the 

labor force participation rate for Emirati women was 33 
percent, compared to 61 percent for non-Emirati women 
(and 62 percent for Emirati men) (see Figure 1).9  

Encouraging more Emirati women to enter the work-
force could significantly accelerate progress towards the 
UAE’s national policy objectives to pursue economic di-
versification and increase the representation of Emirati 
nationals in the private sector.10 As of 2019, the employ-
ment of Emirati nationals—women and men—was over-
whelmingly concentrated in the public sector, despite 
nationalization quotas for the private sector:11  only 11.4 
percent of Emirati female employees and 6.5 percent of 
male employees were engaged in the private sector.12 
This meant that prior to the 2019-2020 reforms, the 
UAE needed to explore new measures to strengthen the 
economic participation of the entire Emirati population—
women and men alike—in order to build a more robust 
and diverse private sector, with a more substantial rep-
resentation of Emirati nationals. 

Figure 1 Labor force participation rates, UAE – 2019, for ages 15 years 
and above

Source Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Center, UAE. 
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>>>
Highly educated female population

At the time of the reforms, there were already strong 
foundations in place for women to join the workforce in greater 
numbers, as the UAE hosts a considerable population of highly 
educated women. In the most recently available data from 
2019, 47.8 percent of women over the age of 25 in the UAE 
have obtained at least a Bachelor’s degree or equivalent,13 
compared to 45.9 percent of men over the age of 25.14 Women 
are also educated in areas of strategic importance—56 percent 
of UAE’s graduates in science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) are women15 —which has culminated 
in a majority female workforce at the UAE’s national space 
program.16 

>>>
Barriers to women’s entry into the labor 
force in the UAE

Women in the UAE have high levels of educational attainment, 
however, there are still economic gender gaps. Historically, 
identified barriers in the UAE have been similar to those in 
other regions with economic gender gaps including access 
to childcare issues and an inability to find work-life balance, 
particularly for individuals working in the private sector. A slate 
of policy reforms in recent years have worked to remedy these 
concerns, including the 2006 Cabinet Resolution requiring 
ministries and other government institutions employing more 
than 50 employees to set up on-site nurseries. The Covid 
19 pandemic similarly drove the design and implementation 
of flexible work options across the emirate of Dubai. These 
flexible work guidelines granted working women the option 
to work remotely to meet childcare needs but also to pursue 
educational opportunities17.

In a trend that can be found in other countries including 
the United States and France18, women in the UAE tend 
to favour working in the public sector versus the private 
sector, potentially due to more flexible hours, the previously 
cited childcare supports, and more reliable benefits. Recent 
collaboration efforts between the government and the private 
sector aim to address some of these barriers to increasing 
women’s employment and rise to leadership in the private 
sector19.

>>>
High level commitment to reform through 
the Gender Balance Council

To tackle these challenges, the UAE intensified its commitment 
to gender balance over the past decade, enshrining it as a 
key area of national policy. The creation in 2015 of the UAE 
Gender Balance Council—a dedicated government entity 
responsible for guiding progress on gender equality—was an 
important signal of high-level commitment. Part of the Council’s 
core mandate is to review existing legislation and policies to 
achieve gender balance20 in the workplace and ensure non-
discrimination, and to propose new legal or policy reforms 
to the Government to further these goals where necessary. 
The Gender Balance Council includes senior government 
executives (including from the Prime Minister’s Office) among 
its members, ensuring that gender issues are prioritized at the 
highest level of government.

“Gender balance is a key national 
priority for the UAE’s sustainable 
development. Our progress and 
commitment can be seen in legal and 
policy reforms that continue to bring 
greater equality for women and will 
support their participation in the 
economy for generations to come.”

H.E Shamsa Saleh, Secretary General of 
the UAE Gender Balance Council
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>>>
Strong reform momentum

In recent years, the UAE has introduced several wide-ranging 
legal and policy reforms to strengthen women’s economic 
and political participation, with post-2015 reforms led by the 
Gender Balance Council. Reforms have supported:

• Increased female representation in politics: As a result 
of a 2019 Presidential Decree to mandate 50 percent rep-
resentation between women and men at the Federal Na-
tional Council,21 the UAE now has one of the highest politi-
cal participation rates for women in the world —50 percent 
(up from 22 percent in 2018).22  

• Mandatory female representation on boards: In 2012, 
a UAE Cabinet decree mandated the inclusion of at least 
one woman on the board of all federal entities, authorities 
and government-related enterprises23. This requirement 
was extended to all publicly listed companies in 2021 when 
the Securities and Commodities Authority Board issued a 
Chairman’s decision24.  

• Practical guidance for employers: To promote women’s 
employment, the UAE Gender Balance Council launched 
the Gender Balance Guide in 2017, providing practical 
guidance for UAE employers on how to strengthen gender 
equality in the workplace.25  

• Additional services and infrastructure: Since 2012, all 
government entities with more than 50 female employees 
have provided free or heavily subsidized childcare facili-
ties to all female employees.26 In some UAE cities, there 
are also gender segregated public transportation and taxi 
services,27 providing a wider array of options to women for 
travelling safely to work.  

• Protection from gender-based discrimination in the 
workplace: In 2019, federal labor and discrimination laws 
were amended to prohibit discrimination against employ-
ees on the basis of gender in relation to employment and 
promotion28. 

• Equality in representation in the judiciary: In 2018, a 
federal decree was issued which required equality of rep-
resentation in the judiciary sector29.

>>>
Comparative data – a catalyst for change

Notwithstanding the UAE’s efforts to strengthen the 
enabling environment for women’s economic participation, 
the publication of the World Bank’s 2019 Women Business 
and the Law Report revealed extensive legal gaps in the 
UAE’s legislation based on international standards, which 
were serving as legal barriers to women’s opportunities for 
employment and entrepreneurship. Consequently, in 2019 
the UAE authorities introduced several important reforms to 
bridge these legislative gaps. These included: 

• Amendments to the Federal Law on Nationality and Pass-
ports enabling a married woman to apply for a passport 
without the written consent of her husband; 

• Amendment to the Civil Status Law enabling women to be 
heads of households in the same way as men; 

• Amendments to the Criminal Code to impose criminal pen-
alties for sexual harassment in the workplace; 

• A new decree to protect women from domestic violence; 

• Amendments to the Labor Law to prohibit gender-based 
discrimination in employment and dismissal of pregnant 
workers, and to lift restrictions on women’s ability to work at 
night, in industrial jobs and in jobs deemed dangerous; and

• A Central Bank Circular prohibiting discrimination based on 
gender in access to credit.

These reforms represented important progress in addressing 
key gender gaps in the legal framework.  Following these 
reforms, in 2020 the authorities decided to go further and 
pursue an even more comprehensive review of all UAE 
legislation, which would permit them to identify all legal gender 
gaps and address them in line with global good practices.

An Emirati engineer. Source UAE FSCA
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3>>>
Key steps in the reform process 

The UAE Gender Balance Council and the Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Centre 
(FCSC) —the government entity tasked with developing and enhancing the UAE’s performance 
in various areas of global competitiveness—decided to draw on external expertise in order to 
launch a more ambitious and targeted reform program. The World Bank Group (WBG) team sup-
ported the reform program by bringing in best international practices and expertise on gender 
legal reforms. 

>>>
Identifying priorities and organizing for reform 

At the outset, the FCSC and the WBG drafted a reform memo, which identified the gaps and re-
strictions in the laws, reviewed good practices and international standards, and provided reform 
recommendations. The team also produced an action plan that included specific draft reforms in 
the priority areas identified by the government. The findings of the reform memo and the action 
plan were extensively discussed with the government and all relevant line ministries. The action 
plan was then approved by the UAE Gender Balance Council and the UAE Cabinet. 

Women Business and the Law: 
Supporting legal reforms to promote gender equality

The Women, Business and the Law (WBL) Report, an annual World Bank publication, 
measures laws and regulations that affect women’s legal equality across 190 countries, 
based on international standards. 

The report examines laws and regulations on the books as distinct from implementation 
and practices. There are eight main areas structured around the economic decisions wom-
en make as they go through different stages of their lives, including  freedom of movement, 
getting a job, getting paid, getting married, running a business, and getting a pension.
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The reform process was supported by a taskforce coordinated 
by the FCSC and composed of relevant government entities. 
Members included the UAE Gender Balance Council, the 
Ministry of Human Resources and Emiratization, the Ministry 
of Justice, the Ministry of Community Development, and the 
UAE Central Bank. The taskforce was supported by three sub-
committees on priority areas of reform:

• Personal Status Law, led by the Ministry of Justice; 
• Labor Law, led by the Ministry of Human Resources and 

Emiratization; and 
• Access to finance legal instruments, led by the Central 

Bank. 

These subcommittees met weekly with the UAE Gender 
Balance Council to discuss progress towards realizing the 
targets set in the action plan. 

>>>
Building consensus around the reforms…

The legal drafting process was iterative, with ongoing dia-
logue between the WBG, the subcommittees, and relevant 
stakeholders. There was a high degree of consensus within 
the subcommittees on the objectives of the proposed reforms, 
which in many instances were seen as a matter of updating 
legislation to align with government policy or existing social 
practice. For instance, in practice, many women already trav-
elled outside the home without necessarily seeking the per-
mission of their guardian.

>>>
…and responding to resistance

Some of the most complex legal challenges related to amend-
ing the UAE’s Personal Status Law. Concerns were raised by 
legal experts in the subcommittee—including family law judg-
es and lawyers—that the proposed reforms would not be co-
herent with sharia principles. In order to allay these concerns, 
some of the proposed amendments were narrowed in scope 
and a supporting Explanatory Note for judges was prepared 
that both reflected compliance with sharia principles and align-
ment with international best practice. 

>>>
Reforming through consensus: the UAE 
legal reform process

Despite the exceptional challenges presented by the COV-
ID-19 pandemic in 2020, the UAE government successfully 
enacted a far-reaching reform package to support women’s 
economic inclusion within a period of eight months, which was 
facilitated by an agile legal process and priority topics. The 
UAE has a consensus-based process of legal reform that re-
quires agreement from different government bodies, relevant 
public and private stakeholders, and the rulers of each of the 
seven emirates (see Figure 2).  As such, the final enactment 
of the laws represented the end point of an extensive process 
of negotiation and consultation.

Figure 2 UAE legal reform process
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Table 1 Reforms introduced in August 2020

DESCRIPTION OF REFORMS LEGAL REFERENCES 

MOBILITY

•  Women gained the right to choose where to live in the same way as men 
through the removal of financial and legal consequences to women who do 
not live in the marital home. 

• The Personal Status Law was amended so that a woman’s access to ali-
mony is not forfeited where she refuses to travel with her husband without 
lawful excuse.  

• Women gained the right to travel outside the home without permission from 
their husbands. The new law treats women and men equally in terms of 
leaving the house to work: the new amendment states that it is not con-
sidered a violation of marital responsibilities if either spouse (the husband 
or the wife) leaves the house for work or other purposes as long as it is in 
accordance with the law, sharia, customs or necessity. Judges have discre-
tion to assess the interests of the family.

• These reforms were accompanied by changes to the Explanatory Note of 
the Personal Status Law, used for judicial interpretation. The Note, which 
was published in the official gazette, is used by judges as a reference in 
personal status courts when examining cases related to family matters.  

Personal Status Law No. 
28/2005, as amended 
by Federal Decree No. 
5/2020, Arts. 56, 71 and 72

WORKPLACE

•  Women gained the right to get a job in the same way as men, through the 
equalization of requirements for working outside the home for women and 
men. 

Personal Status Law No. 
28/2005, as amended 
by Federal Decree No. 
5/2020, Art. 72

PAY

•  The UAE mandated equal remuneration for work of equal value. (This up-
graded previous requirements that entitled women to the same wage as 
men for “the same work,” which is narrower than the principle of “equal 
remuneration for work of equal value.”)

Federal Labor Law, Art. 32

MARRIAGE

•  The Personal Status Law was amended to remove the provision on a wom-
an’s obligation to obey her husband.

Personal Status Law No. 
28/2005, as amended 
by Federal Decree No. 
5/2020, Art. 56

PARENTHOOD

• The Labor Law was amended to provide private sector employees—male 
and female alike—with five days of paid leave to care for a child within six 
months following birth. This is additional to pre-existing entitlements to paid 
maternity leave in the private sector (amounting to 60 working days as per 
the labor law amendments of 2020 and 2021). Prior to the reforms, there 
was no parental or paternity leave available (paid or unpaid).

Federal Decree Law No. 6 
of 2020, Art. 74

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

• The regulation mandates financial institutions to provide equal treatment 
to both genders regarding financial transactions including loans. In sup-
port of the UAE’s objectives of achieving gender equality as a sustainable 
approach, banks and other financial institutions are required to provide 
services to their individual and business owner customers, of both gen-
ders, equally, and to develop policies and procedures that promote gender 
equality in all banking and financial transactions, including loans and credit 
facilities. 

• The WBG team supported with awareness-raising campaigns and dissemi-
nation of materials on this regulation. 

Central Bank of the UAE 
Notice No. CBUAE/
BSD2019/3457 
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4>>>
Reform Benefits

The 2020 legal reforms have made a clear contribution to UAE’s ongoing efforts to support 
gender balance, strengthening its legislative framework to create an enabling environment for 
women’s economic inclusion. In terms of measuring the impact of the reforms, it is still too early 
to establish any potential links to changes in women’s economic participation, given that the 
reforms were introduced in 2020, and any changes in women’s employment and entrepreneur-
ship are likely to manifest over the longer term. However, the reforms have already sent a strong 
signal of the UAE’s ongoing commitment to improving outcomes for women, not least through 
the new parental leave entitlement for working mothers and fathers.

>>>
Bringing national legislation into closer alignment with national 
gender policy and international best practice 

As a result of the 2020 reforms, women now enjoy greater personal freedoms and formal equal-
ity under the law. Before the reforms, the UAE legal framework still included formal impediments 
to women’s economic empowerment, such as legal restrictions on travelling outside the home or 
internationally or getting a job, even though these were not routinely enforced. Women were also 
subject to legal and financial consequences, such as forfeiting access to alimony, as a result of 
refusing to move into the marital home, refusing to travel with their husbands without a lawful 
excuse or leaving the marital home to work without permission. The UAE now has a legal frame-
work in place that better reflects its national policy commitment to gender balance, and provides 
legal recourse to women when their rights are violated. 

The 2020 legal reforms also ensure that the UAE’s laws and social practices are more closely 
aligned: Hanan Ahli, Acting Managing Director of the FCSC, explained that “most of the reforms 
involved updating the law to catch up to actual practice: that was the main trigger for reform in 
the UAE.” In the context of evolving social norms and practices, reviewing and updating nation-
al legislation is an important mechanism for embedding and safeguarding long-term progress 
on gender equality within the legal framework, ensuring that rights in practice are guaranteed 
through formal legal protections for all women in the Emirates. 
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>>>
Supporting care responsibilities for women 
and men alike

The introduction of paid parental leave that is accessible to 
mothers and fathers may help to attract more into the private 
sector in line with national policy goals, as it provides impor-
tant support for working parents to manage their caregiving 
responsibilities alongside paid work. According to Hanan Ahli, 
Acting Managing Executive Director of the FCSC, “the entire 
wave of reform was very much welcomed, but new parental 
leave entitlement was the most significant change: this ben-
efits women and men, and private sector employers were very 
receptive to the reform.”

The design of leave policies is an important tool for supporting 
higher levels of economic participation for women in the UAE, 
who are typically considered the primary caregivers in house-
holds. When women do not have access to adequate leave, 
they often must interrupt or reduce their participation in paid 
work.30 As such, the new legislative entitlement to five days of 
parental leave may encourage the attraction and retention of 
women in the private sector, as it provides new mothers with 
additional flexibility for childcare in the six months following 
birth. This represents potentially substantial gains for private 
sector employers, as it enables companies to retain employ-
ees with experience and expertise, whilst avoiding potentially 
significant costs related to staff turnover.31   

Importantly, the introduction of paid leave for fathers opens 
up new opportunities for sharing family responsibilities. The 
ability to take paid leave not only helps to support father-
child bonding, but can also have a transformative effect on 
women’s economic participation in the medium to long term.32  
There are long-term benefits associated with higher uptake of 
paternity leave: studies from OECD countries have found that 
where fathers take leave, they are significantly more likely to 
be involved in childcare activities at home, with benefits for 
children and women’s ability to take on paid work. There are 
also specific benefits for women’s employment in private firms: 
research has found a positive correlation between mandated 
paternity leave and female employment in private firms.33  
Qualitative research from McKinsey, a global consulting firm, 
indicates that employers benefit from the provision of paternity 
leave: new fathers report feeling more motivated and likely to 
stay longer in their company as a result of taking leave.34 

>>>
Increasing women’s legal capacity to make 
decisions about mobility 

The UAE’s introduction of legal reforms to facilitate greater 
freedom of movement for women is a crucial building block 
for higher levels of economic participation, as personal mo-
bility is a precondition for accessing income and resources.35 
International research indicates that increasing women’s legal 
capacity to make decisions about their own lives, including 
how and when they travel, is strongly linked to higher levels of 
economic participation, including higher shares of women par-
ticipating in the labor force or owning a business.36 Women’s 
entrepreneurship and ownership of businesses is significantly 
higher when women can legally travel outside their homes in 
the same way as men.37 

Her Highness Sheikha Mozah Al Maktoum. 
Source UAE Gender Balance Council
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>>>
Creating a precedent for paid parental leave and other gender reforms in the MENA region

The introduction of paid parental leave is a first amongst GCC and MENA countries and represents an important precedent for 
other countries in the region, particularly with respect to the provision of paid parental leave for fathers. While several other MENA 
countries offer paternity leave following the birth of a child, the introduction of five days of paid parental leave in the private sector 
sends an important signal regarding the ongoing caregiving role of fathers beyond a child’s birth. Leave policies, including paternity 
leave, have been shown to increase the chance of women returning to work after childbirth, and to enable more equitable childcare 
responsibilities between mothers and fathers.38 The precedent is also relevant beyond the region: across the world, it is estimated 
that 39 percent of countries still have no paid leave of any kind for fathers.39 

The UAE’s amendments to the Personal Status Law and Federal Decrees also provide an important demonstration effect in the 
region, particularly with respect to the removal of obedience requirements for women, and requirements for permission to leave 
the home, work or travel internationally. These new amendments create an important example for other governments in the MENA 
region of how to merge sharia, codified law and international best practice. 

There are signs that the UAE reforms may have had a ripple effect in the MENA region, potentially inspiring a subsequent wave 
of other national legal reforms to strengthen gender equality. Several other countries—including Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait 
and Tunisia—initiated similar reforms in the wake of  the UAE’s reforms.40  While there is no direct evidence of a causative link, it 
is possible that the UAE’s example may have contributed to this surge in national reforms, which took place after several years of 
limited gender reforms in the region.
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5>>>
Success factors

Several factors paved the way for successful reforms in the UAE and offer important insights for 
policymakers in other countries who are considering similar reforms. These include:

• The importance of strong leadership to coordinate and drive the reform process: The 
leadership of the UAE Cabinet and of Her Highness Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum, President of the UAE Gender Balance Council, were essential to shep-
herding through the consultation and negotiation required to complete the complex legal 
reform process within a period of eight months. The UAE Gender Balance Council acted as 
an accelerator to the legal reform process through its ability to set ambitious deadlines to 
introduce reforms and work directly with the highest levels of government including the UAE 
Cabinet and the Prime Minister’s Office. Equally, the FCSC played an important role in coor-
dinating the legal reform process across all relevant stakeholders. 

• The importance of effective awareness-raising campaigns and implementation: The 
implementation of the UAE legal reforms was supported by a public awareness campaign. 
For example, the public became aware of recent reforms about new protection from gender 
discrimination in access to credit through information displayed on banks’ automated teller 
machines (ATMs). Guidance was also targeted at key decision makers, including judges. 
The government used social media, government websites, seminars and workshops with 
stakeholders to publicize the reforms. To ensure accurate interpretation of the new provisions 
by the judiciary, the Explanatory Note of the Personal Status Law was updated, published in 
the official gazette, and is now used by judges as reference in personal status courts when 
examining cases related to family matters.    

• The persuasive power of data and benchmarking for driving legal reforms on gender 
equality: The WBG’s Women, Business and the Law Report helped the Government in pin-
pointing gaps in existing laws and providing best practices around the globe to inform the 
subsequent design of the reform program. 

“The beauty of the WBL Report is that it provides an invaluable screening of legislation and pinpoints 
exactly where there are gaps to fill in, or weaknesses to address, based on international standards. 
Effectively, it did our initial homework for us in terms of identifying what needed to be done in order to 
update our regulations to reflect our actual policy and practice.”

H.E Hanan Ahli, Acting Managing Director, Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Center
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6>>>
Conclusion 

The legal reforms introduced by the UAE in 2020 represent an important milestone in the coun-
try’s ongoing efforts to strengthen women’s economic and political participation. In line with its 
national policy focus on gender balance, the UAE introduced substantial legal reforms that en-
able women to choose where to live, travel outside the home and country, and get a job. The 
introduction of paid parental leave for women and men in the private sector represents a key 
step in creating the enabling conditions needed for women’s economic participation, by provid-
ing greater support for working parents and recognizing the care responsibilities of women and 
men alike. 

In the longer term, the success of the UAE’s legal reforms will rely on ongoing efforts to enforce 
and monitor implementation of the reforms in practice, alongside ongoing awareness-raising 
campaigns and supporting policy interventions. In addition, the collection and detailed analysis 
of gender-disaggregated data will be vital for assessing the impact of the 2020 legal reforms, 
understanding ongoing trends with respect to women’s education, employment and entrepre-
neurship, and providing an evidence base for future legal and policy reforms. By working directly 
with the private sector, UAE policymakers can gather gender-disaggregated data on the uptake 
of the new entitlement to parental leave and identify the extent to which mothers and fathers are 
aware of the benefit and making use of it in practice.

Overall, the UAE provides an important model—within the MENA region and beyond—of the 
swift progress that can be made on legal reforms when there is a strong leadership commitment 
to boosting women’s employment and entrepreneurship. In light of the UAE’s stated intention 
to play a leadership role on gender within the MENA region, there is still scope for the UAE to 
explore further reforms to bridge remaining gaps in its legislation, and to continue to strengthen 
its legal framework in line with international good practice. Additionally, to secure further progress 
on women’s economic inclusion—particularly women’s participation in the private sector—legal 
reforms must also be accompanied by targeted policy interventions, including initiatives to 
encourage women to acquire skills and knowledge that are sought after by the private sector, 
and efforts to incentivize employers in the private sector to introduce more women-friendly 
working practices, such as more widespread flexible working arrangements and better support 
for appropriate childcare.
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