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Women have made significant advances in education, labour force participation, and political 

activism across the globe.  

Gender diversity in leadership is believed to drive better organizational effectiveness brought 

along by women’s complementary strengths, positive dynamics, efficient communications, 

and participatory decision making. At the level of the board of directors, it is argued that 

women representation brings new perspectives, stimulates untypical discussions and ideas, 

and is often associated with greater board independence leading to enhanced monitoring 

processes. Furthermore, notable contributions of women relate to people development and 

empowerment as well as social responsibility.  

As such, women engagement at boards is reflected in superior corporate performance and 

economic growth. Credit Suisse reports that the share price of companies with one or more 

female board members outperformed by 26%.  

Nevertheless, women representation in corporate boards varies significantly across the globe 

and is still trivial in several countries. At the global level, the percentage of women on boards 

stood at about 15% in 2015 up from 12.4% in 2014. 

The highest representations are achieved in Iceland (44%), Norway (36%), France (33%), 

Finland (30%), and Sweden (29%). In contrast, women hold less directorship positions in the 

USA (19%) and Japan (3%). 

While emerging markets generally perform poorly relative to developed ones (8.4% 

representation for the MSCI Emerging Market index vs. 18% for the MSCI World index), 

several African countries have achieved an impressive representation on boards; with Kenya 

nearly having 20% women on boards in 2013. It is interesting to note that Kenya included 

gender diversity in its corporate governance code in 2002, ahead of Finland, Norway and 

Sweden. 

The performance of the Middle East is among the worst worldwide with less than 2% board 

representation for women in 2013. The percentage in Tunisia was close to 8% and to 7% in 

Egypt but drops to less than 1% in the GCC countries. In Lebanon, women representation on 

boards of directors is trivial. 

As such, cultural, family, and social factors as well as practical constraints still hinder women 

representation on boards across the world, and are more challenging in the Middle East.  

Women continue to face biased attitudes and stereotypes whereby a large percentage of male 

directors and executives hold concerns over bringing irrelevant “women-oriented agendas” to 

the board, believe there is a lack of qualified female director candidates, or do not prioritize 

diversity in board recruiting.  

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey%20Offices/Middle%20East/Latest%20thinking/GCC_Women_In_Leadership_FINAL.ashx
https://publications.credit-suisse.com/tasks/render/file/index.cfm?fileid=88EC32A9-83E8-EB92-9D5A40FF69E66808
https://www.msci.com/documents/10199/04b6f646-d638-4878-9c61-4eb91748a82b
https://www.oecd.org/daf/ca/OECD-Women-Leadership-2016-Report.pdf
http://bit.ly/2wwlOZb
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Where_are_the_Women_Inclusive_Boardrooms_in_Africa%E2%80%99s_top-listed_companies.pdf
:%20https:/www.oecd.org/daf/ca/OECD-Women-Leadership-2016-Report.pdf
http://www.gccbdi.org/Media/Survey%20Publications/Promoting-Professional-Directorship-2015-Eng.pdf
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.womencorporatedirectors.com/resource/resmgr/Knowledge_Bank/WCDBoardSurvey2016_FINAL.pdf
http://www.gccbdi.org/Media/Survey%20Publications/Promoting-Professional-Directorship-2015-Eng.pdf
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“The double burden” syndrome is probably among the strongest barriers to women 

advancement holding them by the struggle to balance between family and directorship 

responsibilities.  

In addition to policy, legal, and contractual constraints imposed on women in some of the 

Arab countries, women are held back by limited networking and mentoring opportunities, 

lack of supporting infrastructure, as well as inadequate self perception.  

Nevertheless, some countries were able to alleviate similar challenges and achieve 

tremendous progress in women representation. What can the Arab countries learn from their 

experiences?  

We describe below some of these experiences and the factors that supported their success 

with the aim of highlighting potential pathways for the Arab countries.  

Board Gender Quotas – Global Experiences  

Developed countries adopted several initiatives and policies over the past decades to increase 

women representation incentivized by population ageing and a shrinking workforce. Gender 

quota on the board of directors was one of the boldest, and most controversial, initiatives.  

Norway was the first country to introduce quotas in 2003 after other gender equality 

measures failed to increase women directorship. The law requiring all publicly listed 

companies to have 40% women directors on the board was imposed in 2006. Female 

representation rose from 12% in 2005 to 36% in 2008. 

The quota was faced with strong resistance. Concerns emerged over lack of women 

qualifications, tokenism whereby elected women would be stereotyped as less qualified, or 

over reducing the motives of women to invest in themselves under easy career advancement. 

Several listed Norwegian firms went private or moved their listing to the UK. In the short 

period following the quota enforcement, a number of companies faced deteriorating operating 

and stock price performance.  

Quotas continue to face criticism till today where only 9% of men vs 49% of women support 

them according to a 2016 Spencer Stuart global survey.  

Nevertheless, Norway’s quota policy proved effective on the long-term. Research points that 

women directors supported in mitigating agency costs and improving corporate performance. 

Furthermore, they were gradually associated with a higher acceptance for women in the 

workplace as well as the political sphere.  

Quota Supporting Factors: How do the Arab Countries Stand? 

It is evident that the Arab countries ought to take action to improve the low women 

representation rates. But are they ready to introduce board quotas? And if they do, are they 

likely to succeed in meeting the targets?  

All the countries that have more than 25% women board representation have quota policies in 

place, except for Sweden. These countries are also ranked on the top of the glass ceiling 

index measuring gender equality. As a matter of fact, research shows that the countries that 

reached their quota targets shared some cultural, legal, and gender equality characteristics. 

How do the Arab countries fit within this spectrum?  

We compare the status of the Arab countries today relative to a sample of quota countries at 

their respective time of their policy introduction on several gender equality measures, 

http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/07309.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/07309.pdf
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.womencorporatedirectors.com/resource/resmgr/Knowledge_Bank/WCDBoardSurvey2016_FINAL.pdf
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including education, labor participation, leadership, political participation, among other 

initiatives.  

The observations stated below send strong signals as to the infrastructural deficiencies of 

each of the Arab countries relating to the gender gap pillars: 

Education  

Women need to be competitive and maintain par qualifications with men in order to eliminate 

the stereotypes and enhance acceptance in the workplace. At the lower educational levels, the 

Arab countries maintain, on average, an acceptable literacy rate for females relative to males 

and are well ranked on the educational attainment scale as shown in Figure 1. In Lebanon for 

instance, 54% of students enrolled in higher education are female. However, other countries 

like Morocco have a lower female to male ratio literacy rate of 76% as per the Gender Gap 

Report.  

 

*The sample of quota countries comprises of Norway, Iceland, Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Belgium, Malaysia, and India 

Women in Leadership: Mentoring and Empowerment    

Nevertheless, closing the educational gaps is not sufficient to increase women representation 

in leadership and the board. Terjesen argues that female representation is shaped like a 

pyramid. A 2015 research by Mercer shows across the world, women make more than half of 

university graduates, 41% of the workforce, and only 19% of executives.  

Zooming into the Arab world, the imbalances appear more critical with the lowest global 

representation for women in management and leadership. The overall average of the female 
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Figure 1: Education Indicators

Educational attainment Literacy rate (F/M ratio)

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016/
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016/
http://kjonnsforskning.no/en/2016/10/secret-behind-norways-gender-quota-success
https://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mmc-web/Files/Gender-Diversity-When-women-thrive-businesses-thrive-Mercer.pdf
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to male labor participation stands at 37% (relative to 75% for the sample quota countries), the 

unemployment of adult female to male is 5.8 times, and only 7.3% of companies have women 

in top management, as shown in Figures 2 and 3.  

Bahrain has the highest female to male legislators, seniors’ officials, and managers of 29% 

while the sample countries had a 41% ratio at their respective time of policy introduction. 

Disparities are noted among the countries; women executives accounted for 23% in Morocco 

and 7% in Qatar according to the International Labor Organization (ILO). At the Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO) level, females represent 13% in the Middle East relative to 21% in 

developing countries.  
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Figure 2: Employment and Leadership Indicators

  Labour force participation (Female to Male ratio)

Legislators, seniors officials  and managers (Female to Male ratio)

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_446101.pdf
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While there are certainly many qualified and pioneer women who rose up to the leadership 

challenge across the Arab world, serious efforts are still needed along the employment ladder 

to prepare women and build a “talent pipeline” for the advanced executive and board 

positions. Measures such as effective sponsorship, training and mentoring, career and 

leadership development programs, and access to networks can help in women empowerment. 

The experiences of some African countries are truly inspiring. South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria 

and Morocco, for instance, provide trainings to prepare women to board seats.  

Some of the Arab countries are on the right track. Abu Dhabi, for instance, requires 
the nomination committee to have the aim of varying between the two genders in the 
Board and encouraging female nominees through offering privileges and training and 
motivational programs. 
 
Pay Gap  

Research highlights that countries with smaller gender wage gaps are likely to have larger 

women representation on boards of directors. In addition to being an indicator of individual 

achievement, equitable pay encourages greater women dedication to their career 

development.  

Despite being far from closing the wage gap, the region exhibits a relatively acceptable 

performance on the wage equality indicator with an average of 0.688 vs. 0614 for the quota 

countries at time of imposing the policy. For example, Egypt’s current wage equality ratio of 

0.76 is higher than that of Norway (0.66) when its quota became mandatory in 2006.  
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Figure 3: Percentage of Firms Whose Top 
Management Includes Women

https://eprints.qut.edu.au/6803/
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Culture and Acceptance Building 

The success of quotas is likely correlated with attitudes towards women within a country. The 

vast majority of boards in the Middle East are not accustomed to dealing with women 

directors. For instance, while today the percentage of women on boards stands at 2% in the 

Middle East, most the countries that implemented quotas had a minimum of 5% women 

representation at the time of introducing the policy.  
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According to a survey by the GCC Board Directors Institute, only 8% consider a quota is 

needed to promote women.  

Therefore, the Arab countries are urged to arrange awareness campaigns that precede or 

accompany the introduction of any quota policy. Internationally, there is increasing pressure 

to hold boards directly accountable to improving and monitoring gender balance. It is 

therefore imperative that the training activities tackle the board of directors and top 

executives whereby they aim at mitigating likely resistance to elected women, correcting 

skewed perceptions and unconscious biases, and advocating for company-wide cultural 

change.  

Regulatory Frameworks & Company-led Initiatives 

When dealing with women empowerment, it is essential to support the quota requirements by 

policies that tackle the hurdles on the supply side of the equation. As such, governments must 

lead by example by introducing laws that help females in balancing their work and family 

commitments, not limited to family-friendly workplace benefits, accommodating working 

hours, facilitating maternity and paternity leaves, among others.   

The policies adopted by the region in this regard are scarce, not to mention some of the 

restrictive and protective labor laws. For instance, only Morocco, Libya, and Algeria have a 

maternity leave of more than 14 weeks. Only few countries secure the women’s position after 

the leave and grant a maximum paternity leave of six days. 

In working towards gender equality, governments must lead by example by introducing laws 

that help females in balancing their work and family commitments, not limited to family-

friendly workplace benefits and accommodating working hours.  

The regulators in the Arab countries can also use transparency as an enabler of women 

representation. Companies in Sweden, Australia, and Canada are for example required to 

disclose gender balance policies and women on board. Similarly, the corporate 
governance principles of Abu Dhabi require listed companies to disclose the rate of 
female representation on the board.  

Companies and shareholders can also serve as standard setters. Daimler was the first 

company to voluntarily adopt a women’s quota and pledge to fill 20% of all management 

positions with female candidates by 2020. In the US, institutional investors, such as the 

California Public Employees’ Retirement System (CalPERs), include a gender balance 

indicator as an investment criterion. 

Political Representation   

International experiences suggest that political quotas can reduce gender discrimination in the 

long-term. Norway’s quota policies to increase female representation in public office date 

back to 1981. Other countries including France and India also had political quotas for women 

representation at the parliament or local municipal level prior to introducing the board quota.  

At the time of introducing the board quota across a sample of countries, the average female to 

male ratio in parliament was close to 43% while today the average in the Arab countries is 

16% driven upward by Tunisia’s and Algeria’s superior performance. Five countries, 

including Lebanon, have between 0% and 3% parliament representation with no initiatives 

for quota policies in the horizon. It is worth noting however that some GCC countries have 

recently initiated to introduce women in ministerial and council positions.  

http://www.gccbdi.org/Media/Survey%20Publications/Promoting-Professional-Directorship-2015-Eng.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_446101.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey%20Offices/Middle%20East/Latest%20thinking/GCC_Women_In_Leadership_FINAL.ashx
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Initiatives by Other Organizations  

Globally, several organizations have an agenda to promote women representation on boards 

through campaigns, lobbying, networking, and trainings. For instance, the 30% club that 

started in the UK and expanded to Canada, Australia and the GCC, the “2020 women on 

boards” campaign in the USA, the International Finance Corporation (IFC) are all effective in 

raising awareness and effecting change. In some African countries, similar organizations 

provide trainings and compile databases of female director candidates.  

Such initiatives are growing, but at a slow pace in the Middle East. The 30% GCC club is 

taking training and research initiatives. In Lebanon, the Lebanese League for Women in 

Business (LLWB) collaborated with other parties in launching the “Women on Boardroom 

Initiative” in 2016 aiming to reach 30% female board representation by 2025.  

Country Characteristics … Quota Design Matters 

To their importance as support layers to any quota policy, the organic gender policies did not 

prove successful in realizing critical improvements in women representation on a stand-alone 

basis in several countries.  
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As such, international experiences suggest that the introduction of a quota may prove to be 

indispensable. Nevertheless, its design and success across countries was dictated by each 

country’s specific characteristics.  

For instance, several countries were successful in imposing mandatory quotas with penalties 

for non-compliance. No significant progress was made in Norway until it forced non-

compliant listed companies to dissolve. Following Italy’s quota threatening fines and loss of 

directorship positions, the share of women on boards increased from 4.6% in 2011 to 30.8% 

in 2015. Germany’s requirement for non-compliant firms to keep the seats reserved for 

women vacant, however, was less successful in meeting the targets. 

Other countries opted for setting voluntary targets, comply or explain models, or incentive 

schemes of lower taxes and subsidies. Some researchers argue that while the voluntary 

measures make smaller and slower differences relative to sanctions, they may better fit 

“loose” cultures. For instance, Toh and Leonardelli  argue that “tight” cultures with higher 

state intervention, clear cultural norms, and strongly enforced rules are more likely to be 

successful in promoting gender parity through quotas than “loose” cultures countries. As 

such, it was easier to introduce quotas in Norway and France than in the UK or the United 

States.  

The UK’s voluntary, business-led 25% target was successfully met as the top 100 boards had 

more than double female representation in 2015 relative to 2011. The new 2020 target is 33% 

for the top 350 companies. However, despite incentives for government contracts, less than 

half the targeted Spanish companies complied and only 17% women representation was 

achieved by IBEX 35 companies in 2015 relative to a 40% target. 

While other countries such as Kenya and South Africa started by imposing quotas on stated 

owned organizations, they were successful in raising awareness across other corporations and 

reaching remarkable board gender diversity levels.    

The quota target is another variant across countries. Normally, the thresholds range between 

25% and 40% whereby evidence suggests that the positive impact of women is achieved at 

one-third female board representation. Lower representation is little more than symbolic. 

Some emerging countries like the UAE and India have set a one board seat quota for listed 

companies. This could be considered more as an introductory target that paves the way for a 

gradual acceptance over time.  

It is worth noting here that Abu Dhabi includes in its corporate governance principles for 

listed companies a requirement to have at least 20% female candidates to the board and to 
disclose the reasons for non-nomination. But there is a gap in reporting the progress 
that the Emirati companies have achieved in increasing female representation.  

As such, quotas are not one size fits all. Heterogeneous settings reign in the Arab countries. 

Each country ought to design and tailor them carefully in view of its cultural, economic, and 

social dynamics.  

Also, a quota policy cannot be created in isolation from the country’s performance in the 

gender equality sphere. Any quota system thus needs to be supported by a solid infrastructure 

and comprehensive gender equality policies that tackle the education and employment ladder.  

https://philadelphia.nacdonline.org/files/ChaptersLayout/ChapterContent/Philadelphia/Credit%20Suisse-Reward%20for%20Change_1495660293279_2.pdf
https://hbr.org/2014/07/strategies-to-promote-women-should-vary-across-cultures
http://blog.iese.edu/nuriachinchilla/files/2015/03/Informe-Mujeres-2015-FINAL.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/daf/ca/OECD-Women-Leadership-2016-Report.pdf

