
 

 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

Unlocking work opportunities for youth and 
women key to human development progress in 
the Arab States 

 

Human development levels are improving across the Arab States, but 
having highest youth unemployment rate and lowest female labour 
force participation worldwide constrains region’s progress, says the 
2015 Human Development Report. 
 
Addis Ababa, 14 December 2015 –Each and every Arab country is in a position to gain 

from investing in inclusive work opportunities as a lever for human development, 

according to the Human Development Report 2015, released today in Ethiopia. The 

report, ‘Work for Human Development’, says that positive links between work and 

human development are not automatic, and urges governments to promote sustainability 

and equitable and decent work for all, while tackling work that exploits and demeans.  

The report notes that conflict and instability in some countries in the Arab States region 

not only pose a serious threat to human safety and security, but also  represent a barrier 

to people fully engaging in decent work. And it advocates the importance of creating and 

maintaining productive jobs in conflict and post-conflict situations, as a means to 

empower, build agency and provide people with a voice and to increase participation in 

civil society. 

“The Arab States have achieved significant progress over recent decades but now find 

themselves at crossroads,” said Sima Bahous, Assistant Administrator and Director of 

UNDP's Regional Bureau for Arab States. “Expanding sustainable employment 

opportunities for all, especially women and youth, will be key as the region seeks to build 

resilience and achieve sustainable development progress.” 

29 percent of young people are unemployed, the highest rate in the world 

The Arab States region has the highest youth unemployment rate in the world – 29 

percent; in many countries of the region, insufficient numbers of jobs are being created 

for the increasingly educated workforce, while young unskilled workers have an even 

lower chance of securing full-time work in the formal economy. 

The report argues that if the potential of all people is harnessed through appropriate 

strategies and proper policies, human development deficits would be reduced.  
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“Human progress will benefit when everyone who wants to work has an opportunity to do so under 

decent circumstances, yet in many countries, too many people are excluded from paid work, or paid less 

than others”, said lead author Selim Jahan. 

The report recommends that Arab States seek to create new jobs, address skill gaps and encourage 

entrepreneurship. ‘Work for Human Development’ details the characteristics of creating a start-up in the 

Arab States, drawing upon a 2013 survey that covered more than 700 entrepreneurs. It revealed that 

entrepreneurial spirit in the region is strong – four in ten of the 18-to-24-year-olds were interested in 

starting their own business – 25 percent of them in technology and telecommunications. However, only 

23 percent of entrepreneurs were female and female representation was low in all start-ups. Enabling 

diversity in education and gender could help foster innovation, the report observes.   

The report encourages governments to look beyond paid jobs to consider the many kinds of work, such 

as unpaid care, voluntary, or creative work, that are important for human development. Through this lens, 

gender inequalities are starker both in paid and unpaid work.  At only 23 percent, the Arab States has the 

lowest female workforce participation rate worldwide. Low employment rates for women stem from, 

among other things, less education - girls in the region receive on average about 5 years of schooling 

compared to 7 years for boys.  Women are also less likely to start their own business and more likely to 

undertake domestic or care work, often poorly remunerated or unpaid. 

According to the report, governments can strengthen women’s opportunities with new policies. Ensuring 

equal pay, providing paid parental leave, and tackling the harassment and the social norms that exclude 

many women from paid work are among the changes needed to give women a genuine choice on whether 

to enter the labour force. 

 

Inequality, especially in education, is impeding human development in Arab States 

 

Overall, the Arab States have seen significant improvement in human development indicators over the 

past 25 years, although the pace of improvement has slowed down since 2010, owing principally to the 

onset of crisis in several Arab countries. Arab States’ Human Development Index (HDI) was 0.686 in 

2014, above the developing regions’ average of 0.660.  

Inequality of opportunity, wealth and income is witnessed all over the world and Arab States suffer from 

wide disparities between countries as well as within them. The Arab States lose a quarter of overall 

Human Development Index value, when HDI is adjusted for inequalities in education, health and income 

(IHDI). The main driver of inequality in the Human Development Index is education, which is much 

higher at 38.9 percent compared to the world average of 26.8 percent.  

The report’s Gender Development Index, which takes into account disparities between men and women’s 

Human Development Index levels, shows the Arab States as second lowest for all regions (after South 

Asia). The Gender Inequality Index (GII) quantifies female empowerment based on labour force 

participation, maternal mortality and adolescent birth rates along with education levels and proportion of 

parliamentary seats held by women. The share of women’s seats in parliament has increased slightly for 

the Arab States but remains lowest among developing regions. Both this and a high maternal mortality 

rate contribute to the region’s gender inequality, as measured by GII, being second highest after Sub-

Saharan Africa.  

 

 

 



 

 

Setting the new agenda for work  

While policy responses to the new world of work will differ across countries, three main clusters of 

policies will be critical if governments and societies are to maximize the benefits and minimize the 

hardships in the evolving world of work. Strategies are needed for creating work opportunities and 

ensuring workers’ well-being. The report therefore proposes a three-pronged action agenda:  

 A New Social Contract between governments, society, and the private sector, to 

ensure that all members of society, especially those working outside the formal 

sector, have their needs taken into account in policy formulation.   
 

 A Global Deal among governments to guarantee workers’ rights and benefits around 

the world. 
 

 A Decent Work Agenda encompassing all workers that will help 

promote freedom of association, equity, security, and human dignity 

in work life.  

 

ABOUT THIS REPORT: The Human Development Report is an editorially independent publication of the 

United Nations Development Programme. For free downloads of the 2015 Human Development Report, 

plus additional reference materials on its indices, please visit: http://hdr.undp.org   

 

2015 Human Development Report http://hdr.undp.org/en/2015-report 

Full press package in all UN official languages http://hdr.undp.org/en/2015-report/press  

 

UNDP partners with people at all levels of society to help build nations that can withstand crisis, and drive 

and sustain the kind of growth that improves the quality of life for everyone. On the ground in 177 countries 

and territories, we offer global perspective and local insight to help empower lives and build resilient 

nations.  
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