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ExecuƟve summary  
 

Building inclusive socieƟes is a high priority for Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and 
Tunisia and all have made notable progress on gender equality in recent 
years, among others by improving educaƟon, raƟfying key internaƟonal con-
venƟons that promote women’s rights, and either adopƟng new consƟtu-
Ɵons or amending them to beƩer reflect internaƟonal commitments.  

 

Despite this strong momentum, the countries – and the enƟre MENA region 
– sƟll have the world’s lowest rate of female parƟcipaƟon in the labour mar-
ket. Inadequate legislaƟve frameworks, restricƟve gender norms and imple-
mentaƟon challenges seem to be holding women back, impeding their eco-
nomic independence. 

 
Despite the poliƟcal, economic, and cultural factors that cause the low rate 
of female parƟcipaƟon in the labour market, the economic empowerment of 
women and gender equality are key prioriƟes for the enterprises in the re-
gion. They have taken a number of iniƟaƟves to enhance the number of fe-
male employees, addressing underlying barriers to women’s economic par-
ƟcipaƟon, enhancing their recruitment processes and improving working 
condiƟons for female employees. These—and other -iniƟaƟves are por-
trayed in this publicaƟon, produced by the ConfederaƟon of Danish Indus-
tries and The Danish Trade Development Agency (DTDA).  

We believe that cooperaƟon between all stakeholders including employees, 
enterprises, trade unions and employers’ organisaƟons are important to cre-
ate lasƟng changes. Our ambiƟon is to showcase soluƟons to create a more 
equal labour market and hopefully inspire other workers, companies and 
organisaƟons to take their own iniƟaƟves to promote women’s parƟcipaƟon 
in the labour market.  
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Best pracƟces to improve the        
female work parƟcipaƟon rate 

Drawing on the experiences of labour market organisaƟons and companies in Egypt, Jordan, Moroc-
co, and Tunisia the recommendaƟons in this publicaƟon is the result of a study carried out by Co-
penhagen Social in 2021.  

The objecƟve of the study was to idenƟfy the most significant barriers to gender equality in these 
countries and pinpoint the most effecƟve acƟons that workers and management in companies as 
well as trade unions and employers’ organisaƟons can take on their own and together through social 
dialogue to increase the female work parƟcipaƟon rate.  

The study method consisted of a literature review followed by qualitaƟve interviews with HR man-
agers and shop stewards from seven private companies and representaƟves from six labour market 
organisaƟons.   

 

Results 
All parƟcipants highlighted that the low rate of female parƟcipaƟon in the labour market is caused 
by a complex mix of economic, societal, and cultural factors. 

The key economic factor is the weak growth rate in the countries, which decreases the ability of the 
economy to create sufficient job opportuniƟes. 

Societal factors play an important role, especially in the tradiƟonal gender division of labour, where 
men are seen as breadwinners while women oŌen are limited to housework and family care. These 
social structures make it difficult for women to enter the labour market or conƟnue their employ-
ment aŌer marriage. 

Cultural factors are especially prevailing in norms about what is seen as suitable work for women. 
Such percepƟons oŌen limit women’s employment opportuniƟes to specific professional fields, 
mainly in the educaƟon and health sectors, as well as industrial sectors such as food and texƟle.  
Despite these barriers, all interviewed labour market organisaƟons  see gender equality and diversi-
ty as a compeƟƟve advantage for companies because they contribute to: 

· a beƩer response to market demands through an enhanced understanding of female customers. 

· an enhanced public image of companies that manage to posiƟon themselves as equal opportuni-
Ɵes employers. 

· enhanced problem-solving and innovaƟon by diverse teams with different backgrounds 

· less staff turnover as women remain employed even aŌer marriage.  

 
Remaining challenges 
Throughout the region, labour market organisaƟons as well as enterprises work to overcome these 
barriers, but many challenges remain.  

The enterprises that parƟcipated in the study have local unions, except for the EgypƟan enterprises. 
Generally, the level of unionisaƟon among female workers is lower than for their male counterparts 
and several unions report 10-30% unionisaƟon among women in their respecƟve sectors.  

Several of the unions interviewed have successfully engaged women from producƟon units in the 
local union. For example, GTU Food in Jordan has integrated women into their decision-making bod-
ies and seen a significant rise in female membership. 

However, despite that more women are joining trade unions (e.g. 20% of GTU Foods’ workers’ rep-
resentaƟves are currently women), there conƟnues to be prejudices in society in general towards 
women’s parƟcipaƟon in union work. 
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The companies that parƟcipated in the study idenƟfied the following main challenges to their company.  

For Arab Mechanical Engineers, the main remaining challenge is to acquire more informaƟon on and expe-
rience in how to aƩract more female workers to the factory floor and potenƟally to expand the company’s 
care services by establishing on-site childcare. They also need to conƟnuously prove that employees of 
both genders work on equal terms, as some men remain reluctant to work beside female employees.  

SukhƟan has idenƟfied challenges related to female employees with small children in parƟcular in the pro-
ducƟon facility where it is more difficult to implement flexible working Ɵme than for office roles.  

For Pink CoƩon, a key challenge is that the most vulnerable women oŌen leave the factory aŌer childbirth 
to look aŌer the child. Therefore, the company wishes to establish a childcare facility. Currently, they do 
not have enough physical space to establish such faciliƟes, so they will need to establish a new producƟon 
unit in order to respond to the challenge.  

The main issue for Lafarge Holcim is to find the balance between employing more women and treaƟng 
them equally to men. They want to avoid a percepƟon among male workers that female employees are 
being treated differently. The more women they have employed, the more they are able to aƩract. 

Miyahuna is working on markeƟng the water company as an employer of female workers to increase their 
recruitment base, focusing on how they offer competencies to women. Currently, the main issue is to pro-
vide relevant training for their female employees to help them build the capacity to advance their careers 
in the sector.  

For Baxter, one of their main challenges is to change the company culture to make male workers accept 
and support female workers. Another challenge is to idenƟfy and measure relevant KPIs to conƟnuously 
improve the working environment, especially in the producƟon units. 

 

Good pracƟces 
Despite the challenges, many good pracƟces have been idenƟfied among – and across - the selected enter-
prises. 
 

· ConducƟng workflow analyses to idenƟfy job opportuniƟes for women in the producƟon cycle.  

· Establishing a comprehensive baseline of occupaƟonal health and safety and regularly assessing im-
provement. 

· SensiƟzing the workplace’s male employees to ensure a safe and supporƟve working environment for 
female employees. This is especially important in male-dominated sectors. 

· SystemaƟcally engaging with female employees to understand their needs and provide the necessary 
support to improve the working environment. 

· Establishing a mentoring program for female employees. 

· DesignaƟng peer workers to ensure that no woman is working alone in male-dominated areas of the 
producƟon or on remote producƟon sites. 

· EvaluaƟng performance using public evaluaƟon criteria in order to increase transparency.  

Common to all the good pracƟces above is the fact that they present concrete soluƟons to some of the 
challenges to the economic empowerment of women in the region. Hopefully, they can serve as an inspira-
Ɵon to other companies in – and outside - the region, allowing more women to enter the labor market.  

 

A more detailed descripƟon of the above and the full study can be accessed here: bit.ly/improving-work-
rate 
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Number of employees: 6.000 
Number of female employees: 200 
Sector: Mining 
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Number of employees: 120 
Number of female employees: 100 
Sector: Garment  
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 ParƟcipaƟng labour market organisaƟons 
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