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Improving the education and workforce participation of women in Asia and the Gulf is
good for society and for productivity.

A

sian and Gulf economies remain diverse in terms of their female participation in education
and the workforce. For large developing economies, such as in South Asia, educational access for girls remains an issue, beyond basic education. In other emerging economies, such
as many in Southeast Asia, education is broad-based, but enrollment in higher education
remains low for both genders. In some countries with a history of valuing higher education, including
Japan, South Korea, and Gulf economies such as Saudi Arabia, women are highly educated, but workforce participation remains low, largely due to social and cultural norms. In other mature economies
such as Hong Kong, female workforce participation is relatively high, but female representation in leadership positions continues to be unequal and actual or perceived wage gaps for similar work remain.

A strong economic case can be made for narrowing the gender gap. McKinsey Global Institute estimates that a scenario of female workforce participation equivalent to that of males can increase global
economic output by more than 25%.1 For Asia, future demographic challenges with aging, especially in
developed economies including Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan, and also in China, will pose
risks to workforce availability in these countries. Women need to participate in the workforce in order
for countries to replenish the labor market shortfall and maintain growth. In the Gulf, where economies are gradually diversifying beyond the oil and gas industry, labor markets need to be replenished
with both male and female talent. At the same time, for many countries in Asia and the Gulf that have
invested in higher education in recent decades, working-age women are better educated than ever and
are assets to the economy. Underutilizing female talent, or not actively removing barriers for women
who desire to work, would be a missed opportunity.
Furthermore, the employment landscape globally is changing. Many countries are shifting from
labor-intensive manufacturing to knowledge-intensive industries. The emergence of the digital
economy will increase efficiency and automate processes, and dampen employment growth in
conventional areas requiring manpower. Giving both men and women who are able to conduct higher
value-added jobs the opportunities to do so will help expand income sources for families and lower the
burden for government and societies.
More broadly, most Asian and Gulf economies and major companies are realizing that engaging more
diverse groups in the labor force, including women, older workers, migrants, and young talent, will
enable more people to contribute to and beneﬁt from Asia’s economic growth and social progress. This
brieﬁng focuses on the opportunities and levers to unleash the potential of women, who present an
immediate and sizable opportunity, and provides case illustrations from selected countries.
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FIGURE 1
WOMEN IN ASIA AND THE GULF: BASIC INDICATORS FOR SELECTED COUNTRIES

KEY OPPORTUNITY 1: BOOST BASIC EDUCATION FOR WOMEN TO
BUILD FUNDAMENTAL SKILLS FOR MEANINGFUL WORKFORCE
PARTICIPATION
Worldwide, 63 million girls are not in school.2 Poverty, gendered cultural expectations, child marriage,
and prioritization of male over female education when faced with limited resources contribute to the
lack of educational opportunities for women. At a basic level, providing women and girls with equal access to education will not only beneﬁt families, but also communities and societies as a whole. When he
was Chief Economist at the World Bank, Larry Summers remarked that “investment in girls’ education
may well be the highest return investment available in the developing world.”3 Simply adding one year
to a woman’s schooling can increase her earnings 10% to 20%, justifying Summers’ claim.4
INDIA
India’s lack of basic education for women impedes their participation in the workforce years later and
stunts their ability to advance in the workplace. Only 34% of women aged 25 to 54 participate in the Indian workforce, compared with 97% of men.5 According to the McKinsey Global Institute, if women in
India participated in the workforce at the same rate as men, an additional $2.9 trillion could be added
to annual GDP in 2025, assuming the economy could absorb that many new employees.6 However, with
a female literacy rate at just 61% and secondary education enrollment at 62%, women lack the opportunity to become equal participants in the Indian economy. 7 Women are consigned to work low-level
unskilled jobs without opportunities for upward mobility because they lack a basic education, which
prevents them from working in jobs that require fundamental skills such as reading, writing, or math.
India has 23% of women with secondary education in professional or semi-professional roles, compared with only 1% of primary-educated women.8
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An increase in funding for women’s basic education and vocational training, with a focus on literacy,
would provide women with the skills necessary to participate more fully in the workforce. First Lady of
the United States Michelle Obama’s Let Girls Learn campaign has begun tackling literacy and education issues in over 35 countries around the world by providing funding for community-based projects.
Some ﬁrms are also taking action; Unilever’s Shakti program in India has educated over 70,000 women
in micro-entrepreneurial skills to sell their products in rural parts of the country.9 This beneﬁts women
who can learn necessary skills for working professionally as well as enables the company to tap into an
otherwise unreachable market.
PAKISTAN
Pakistan is one of the worst-off countries in terms of women’s education and literacy, with a female
literacy rate at 46% as of 2015.10 Girls are not attending schools for a variety of reasons; some parents
are unwilling or cannot send their daughters to school because of the distance to school, poverty, and
a culture that does not deem education necessary for a girl who will become a wife and stay-at-home
mother.11 Because of this lack of education, over 75% of women over the age of 15 who work end up in
the labor-intensive agricultural sector.12
Malala Yousafzai, a Nobel Prize Laureate from Pakistan, was shot in the head at age 15 by a Taliban
militant because of her vocal support for access to female education in her country after Taliban radicals banned girls’ education and destroyed many schools.13 Malala’s attack brought the plight of girls’
education in Pakistan under an international spotlight and the Pakistani government had to act. In 2015,
the country pledged to double spending on education from 2% to 4% of GDP by 2018.14 In addition,
Michelle Obama’s Let Girls Learn campaign pledged $70 million to speciﬁcally target girls’ education
in the country. For the ﬁrst time in Pakistan’s history, the Academy of Education Planning and Management released official government data on out-of-school children, concluding that 24 million children
between ages 5 and 16 are out of school.15 While steps have been taken, the country remains in an education crisis. Girls are more affected by the crisis than boys, proven by various statistics—31% of males
versus 55% of females over the age of 15 have never attended school; males spend an average of 7 years
in school versus 5 years for females; and 43% of school-age boys are out of school versus 52% of schoolage girls.16 The numbers are staggering for both males and females, but it is clear that females are experiencing the brunt of the problem. Without education, these girls and women cannot hope to enter the
economy and contribute more than just their manual labor. As a result, Pakistan suffers economically.
It is also important to ensure women have equal opportunities beyond primary education. Countries including many in Southeast Asia and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have gender parity in
secondary education and do not experience a drop-off in female tertiary enrollment. In fact, in these
countries, women either enroll in tertiary education at or above the rates of their male counterparts.
Investing in educational opportunities for girls is a smart economic decision for governments to make.
Worldwide, girls are outperforming their male counterparts in school, and women who enroll in university are more likely to graduate than their male peers, making women’s education a safe investment.17
While basic education is the bare minimum governments should provide for all their people, more education correlates with better economic prospects, as average wages increase with the level of education.18

KEY OPPORTUNITY 2: ENCOURAGE WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION OF
HIGHLY-EDUCATED WOMEN
Higher education is a prerequisite for many higher-paid jobs, but it alone does not necessarily lead to
high workforce participation. Other factors, such as workplace culture and policies, family values, and
female leadership in society contribute to female workforce participation. While women in many countries are equally if not better-educated than men, conservative cultures and social expectations under-
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mine employment opportunities and are key factors that have discouraged women from entering or
remaining in the workforce. Asia misses out on roughly $45 billion annually as a result of limited access
to employment opportunities for women; the Gulf region incurs economic losses for similar reasons.19
Businesses can better attract and retain women by reiterating the importance of employee diversity
and creating programs that embrace a work-life balance for all employees.
JAPAN
While various Asian economies face problems of highly-educated women being out of the workforce,
Japan is one of the most prominent cases demonstrating this discrepancy. Stereotypes regarding
gender are difficult to shake, as is evident by the high education rates of women in Japan paired with
low rates of female leadership in politics and business. Though the female employment participation
rate appears high, it does not capture the nuances of the type of work women do. One key deep-seated
issue is the negative social attitude toward working mothers.20 For years, Japan has been experiencing
falling birth rates and an aging population, which have contributed to subpar economic performance
and a sharp decline in the working population.21 Women feel pressured to choose whether to have
children or a career, and to decide whether they can afford to have children without the career. Government leaders in Japan conﬁrm that cultural stereotypes are a deterrent for women to be hired into
high-level positions, and also for women to pursue senior positions.22 Japanese culture emphasizes the
concept of being an ideal mother, which is exceptionally difficult to balance with a corporate culture
that values long work hours. Indeed, 70% of Japanese women stop working for a decade or longer after
having their ﬁrst child, and many of those women do not return to the workforce.23 Even if they return
to work, it is often part-time and in positions that are no longer part of a career path. By addressing the
hurdles to female workforce participation and advancement, Japan can not only better utilize its educated female capital, but also ﬁx the country’s problem of a declining workforce and thus help increase
its economic growth.
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has been pursuing a “three arrows” economic policy to fend off deﬂation
and promote growth since his election in December 2012. The “third arrow” in the quiver focuses on
structural reforms and takes aim at raising labor productivity. One of the target areas for increasing
productivity is reducing the gender gap, since Japan’s female workforce participation rate is 20 percentage points below that of men, making it one of the biggest gender disparities in the OECD.24
Kathy Matsui and her colleagues at Goldman Sachs coined the term “womenomics” in 1999. It advocates catalyzing economic and demographic growth in Japan by increasing the hiring and promoting
of women. Matsui argues that “contrary to popular opinion, higher female employment could actually
raise, not lower, fertility rates.”25 The International Monetary Fund’s Yuko Kinoshita and Fang Guo support this conjecture in a paper addressing ways Asia can boost female workforce participation. They
argue that higher female labor force participation increases fertility rates due to the income effect,
where higher household incomes allow families to have more children.26 A positively changing view of
working mothers as well as public policies that extend parental leave, provide more accessible childcare services, and promote ﬂexible hours at work may also contribute to the positive correlation.27 Finally, full-time working mothers experience the beneﬁts of paid and longer maternity leave compared
to part-time or non-working mothers, further supporting the idea that working raises fertility rates. As
this study suggests, Matsui’s proposals include expanding daycare services, implementing ﬂexible work
arrangements, and using more objective evaluation and compensation models.28 To that effect, Prime
Minister Abe has set the goal of boosting women’s workforce participation from 68% in 2013 to 73% by
2020 for all women of working age, in conjunction with an increase in daycare facilities.29
Indeed, the shortage of daycare makes the decision to stay at home an inevitable one. More than
23,000 children were not able to secure a spot in daycare in 2015 alone, forcing mothers to stay at
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home.30 That same year, 950,000 women cited childcare and birth as the reasons why they were not
pursuing a job.31 The government is responding by allotting more money to create more childcare
facilities in Prime Minister Abe’s new $280 billion stimulus package.32 Already, Abe’s administration
has created 200,000 more spots in daycare, proving that the government is actively trying to support
women in the workforce.33
Although public policy is crucial in increasing gender parity, governments are realizing that increasing the presence of female executives in the workplace remains a challenge. For instance, the Japanese
government’s “womenomics” agenda set an initial goal of ﬁlling 30% of senior positions in both public
and private sectors with women by 2020. However, the government cut that ambitious number to 7%
for senior government positions and 15% for senior private sector roles, highlighting the challenges of
boosting female work participation in a male-dominated work culture persistently characterized by
long work hours and a rigid hierarchy.34 Work culture has been resistant and slow to change, making it
difficult to increase female leadership in the short term.
Nonetheless, some companies have taken the new policy actions to heart. A number of large Japanese companies have been named as Nadeshiko Brands, a designation for brands that promote female
advancement and success.35 Asia Business Council members who run designated Nadeshiko Brand
companies include Hiroaki Nakanishi, Chairman of Hitachi, Ltd. (awarded 2013, 2014, 2015); Yasuhiro
Sato, President and Group CEO of Mizuho Financial Group (awarded 2014 and 2015); and Shuzo Sumi,
Chairman of the Board of Tokio Marine Holdings, Inc. (awarded 2013 and 2015). Notably, Mizuho Financial Group aims to change the work culture by not only introducing ﬂexible work arrangements for
those who need them, but also by encouraging male employees to participate in their family’s childcare
so as to incentivize all employees to create a work-life balance culture.36 Hitachi issued a diversity and
inclusion manifesto in its 2015 Sustainability Report, outlining different methods to create a better
work-life balance, how the company can measure its progress, and its goals for diversity promotion.37
Tokio Marine Holdings also stresses ﬂexible working hours.38 These arrangements have beneﬁted
working mothers who are motivated to both work and take care of their children.39 All these companies
emphasize that a work-life balance applies to all employees, not just women. With such an approach,
these companies change their cultures to promote family-friendly environments that not only allow
women to participate in the workplace but also encourage men to engage in childcare and in so doing,
promote a cultural shift to more reasonable working hours. These examples illustrate that top management commitment is crucial in supporting women and men at work and accommodating their dual
roles as parents and employees.
Both government and business leaders recognize that without women, the Japanese economy suffers.
To support the aging population and uneven population structure, more women must participate in the
workforce and the economy. Many women are also qualiﬁed and may desire to work, but require the
right culture, policies, and infrastructure to work and care for their families.
GULF REGION
GCC countries exhibit a range in both women’s higher education levels and their participation in the
workforce.40 Overall, 6% more women than men in the GCC enroll in tertiary degrees but, including expatriates, women experience a 15% unemployment rate in the region, in contrast to the 3% rate for men.41
Women also outperform men at universities across the GCC.42 In the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 95%
of female versus 80% of male high school graduates pursue a tertiary degree; 46% of all STEM graduates
are women, though the ﬁeld is known to be dominated by men.43 While Qatar and Kuwait have rates of
female labor force participation similar to Europe, Saudi Arabia has one of the lowest of any country,
which can be attributed to cultural expectations, with women expected to stay at home and not interact
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with men outside the family.44 Gulf countries must address the issue of men completing the school-towork transition at greater rates than women, despite more women completing tertiary education.
Economic growth and social prosperity in the Gulf region rely on the full utilization of talent, including women. Various governments in the region have improved female access to higher education, to
the point where we see that female graduates now outnumber male graduates in every nation in the
GCC: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Araba, and the UAE.45 This may be because while female
education is supported, there is cultural and religious resistance to women working while married and
raising children. Thus, the low participation rate is not due to a lack of educated and highly skilled
women, but more likely due to a mix of cultural and religious sensitivities that keep women from fully
participating in economic growth and progress.46
The phenomenon that women outperform men academically but are not working suggests that
human capital in the region is underutilized. This is an untapped resource that would undoubtedly increase GDP and revenues of private companies. If cultural norms change to allow women to participate
in the workforce more easily, businesses can hire the best qualiﬁed people for the job, without limiting
themselves to only half the GCC population.
SAUDI ARABIA
Saudi Arabia is both a country rapidly progressing in women’s workforce participation and a country
that has the furthest to go in gender parity in the workplace. While Saudi’s Vision 2030, a blueprint
for long-term goals and expectations for the country, declares that women are a “great asset” to the
country’s economy and that its economy “will provide opportunities for everyone – men and women,
young and old,” the country has not given women enough legal freedom to do so.47 In the most general
sense, women are treated as minors under the law, requiring guardian consent for many basic actions
under the male guardianship system.48 Women in Saudi Arabia cannot drive, go to university, or travel
abroad without the approval of a male guardian.49 In the workplace, women and men are required by
law to have separate spaces, which makes hiring women more difficult because it requires investment
in gender-segregated offices. Women entrepreneurs are also not allowed to start a business without a
male agent.50 Additionally, the government does not penalize employers who request a male guardian’s
permission for a woman to work, even though it is no longer required by law.51 While Saudi Arabia’s
government recognizes the issue of low female workforce participation and has included a goal to increase the rate from 22% to 30% by 2030, it has not outlined clear strategies to achieve it.52
On the other hand, Saudi Arabia is progressing. From 2009 to 2013, the number of female employees
rose from 50,000 to 450,000.53 Last year (2015) marked the ﬁrst year that women could not only vote
in elections but could also run for office. With 21 out of 3,150 council positions ﬁlled by women, more
change is coming.54 The World Economic Forum found that when women are more equally represented in political bodies, female participation in the workforce increases.55 Women in political leadership
positions are more likely to care about women’s issues and therefore implement policy measures that increase job availability for women. This would tap into the underutilized educated female demographic.
THE REST OF THE GCC
In contrast to Saudi Arabia’s conservative approach to the workplace and society, other GCC countries
have made progress in terms of women’s workforce participation, though barriers persist. The UAE is
leading the charge as the ﬁrst country in the Arab world to require female representation on the boards
of state-owned companies and government agencies.56 Expatriates dominate the UAE workforce, which
may contribute to greater gender equality in the workplace. However, the country as a whole still culturally incorporates sexist ideals, such as recognizing only men as heads of households and as guardians.57
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Kuwait also has a staggering 81% of expatriates in its labor force.58 Of the 19% of the workforce that
is Kuwaiti, 55% are women; yet, of the foreign labor force, 90% are men (though the large percentage
of foreign men is due to many coming in as low-paid laborers in the service and construction sectors).59
The numbers tell a mixed story as do the laws—women are generally independent and unrestricted, but
there are contradictory laws, such as those permitting women to travel but not obtain a driver’s license
without permission from their male guardian.60 Part of the reason Kuwait is so unique in the GCC
may be that the country has had a long-standing presence of women’s rights activists that have gained
ground in various issues within a religiously conservative society, while leaving some issues yet to be
fought.61 Still, with Kuwaiti women outnumbering Kuwaiti men in the workforce, the stark contrast
with Saudi Arabia is clear. Qatar, like Kuwait, is dominated by foreign workers and while it has the
highest proportion of women employed in the GCC, the majority of them are expatriates.62
Bahrain and Oman have both achieved gender parity in primary and secondary education, but both
have low levels of female workforce participation, at 48% and 36% respectively.63 Therefore, while
some of these countries are closer to workforce gender parity than Saudi Arabia, they have a long way
to go, especially in achieving cultural gender equality.
In GCC countries, women did not gain the right to vote until the early 1990s or 2000s and are well
underrepresented in politics. Many of the GCC countries employ large proportions of expatriates,
which additionally skews workforce gender statistics, as is especially evident in Kuwait. Women are
well-educated in all the GCC countries, but conservative cultures in one way or another still impact
women’s decision to work. Formally, the male guardianship system still exists, even if women now are
granted more rights. Certain laws in all these countries continue to discriminate against women, such
as restrictions on the type of jobs women can hold, or the rights granted to a woman in marriage. Until
these societies introduce policies to enable more equal opportunities and anti-gender discrimination
laws are enforced, true parity will not be achieved and women will remain underutilized.

KEY OPPORTUNITY 3: BROADEN FEMALE LEADERSHIP IN BUSINESS
AND GOVERNMENT
Even in countries around Asia where women make up half the workforce, women are less frequently in leadership positions than men. In every Asian country examined by Deloitte’s “Women in the
boardroom: A global perspective” report, women make up a small fraction of companies’ boards.64 This
means that even once workforce parity is reached, women tend to have lower-ranking jobs than men.65
Firms that do not have women on corporate boards and in “C-level” positions tend to underperform
relative to those who do.66 But the results are neutral if ﬁrms only have a female CEO without fellow
senior-level women, suggesting that the proportion of female executives and board members is more
important than a token female leader.67 Evidence points to an underutilization of women in the workforce and that ﬁrms suffer ﬁnancially as a result.
Why are women not reaching higher levels of corporate leadership? One of the many causes may be
that many women lack appropriate mentors to encourage professional development and entrepreneurship. According to a Gallup study, “Adults who have access to a mentor are three times as likely to say
they are planning to start a business as those who do not have one.”68 Mentorship programs for women
that aid them in reaching senior-level positions, or even in starting their own businesses, are crucial.
Company leaders must also visibly support women in management positions and make doing so a part
of their core agenda. According to the World Economic Forum, visible support of women in leadership,
especially by taking actions such as creating a department, regular reiterations of the mission, and
relevant targets, reinforces the message that women leaders are wanted and supported and holds the
company accountable to that message.69 As in countries like Japan, where long work hours are rewarded, companies must create a better work environment that stresses a work-life balance, so that women
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do not have to choose between raising their children and working. Finally, gender diversity must be
promoted and implemented through the entire chain of the company, including suppliers, distributors,
and partners. This radiates the message outward and inﬂuences other companies to also focus on supporting female leadership in the workplace.
CHINA AND HONG KONG
Historically, China has a longstanding presence of women in its workforce, with an 80% female labor
force participation rate for women aged 25 to 54.70 While only 8.5% of company board members are
women, that is amongst the best statistics in Asia for female leadership.71 According to one report, 51% of
management positions in China are held by women, more than any other country.72 Some credit China’s
longstanding history of supporting women’s rights for its success; it was one of the ﬁrst countries to
approve the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and has
long encouraged women to work outside the home.73 It is also possible that due to the longstanding One
Child policy, as well as extended family support, women in China were better-able to rise among the hierarchical rungs. On the other hand, companies are known to lack ﬂexibility when it comes to employees
having children. China requires companies to provide 14 weeks of compensated maternity leave, which
may contribute to companies’ reluctance in hiring women into high-level positions, since companies expect the women that are qualiﬁed to be right around the age when they marry and have children.74 This
impedes women from advancing into leadership positions at the most opportune time in their careers.
Out of all the economies examined, Hong Kong has a history of female represenation in the workforce
and in leadership. Similar to China, 8.4% of company board members in Hong Kong are women.75 Part of
what makes Hong Kong more successful is the affordability of hiring full-time foreign domestic helpers,
which allows women to better balance work and family.76 Domestic helpers not only look after homes, but
also children, making them an indispensable component enabling Hong Kong women to achieve their
career goals while still balancing family life. While this has been successful in Hong Kong, it is not a sustainable solution for every country or for those in Hong Kong who cannot afford full-time domestic help.
It relies on the presence of cheap labor from other countries, which may not be a long-term solution.
THE GULF REGION
Women in Saudi Arabia are pioneering as female executives in some companies, while also championing women’s rights and counteracting workforce discrimination against women.
Lubna Olayan, Deputy Chairperson and CEO of Olayan Financing Company, as well as the Asia Business Council’s Chairperson, has taken charge of bringing women to work at Olayan. She started out as
the only woman at her company and had to convince her peers to hire her ﬁrst fellow female colleague 18
years later.77 The company has come a long way, now employing more than 400 women out of a workforce
of 12,000. One of the tools that helped to facilitate the employment of women was an internal group called
Olayan Women Network, which works to address and observe all issues pertaining to women working
at the company and aiding them in growing their careers.78 Because of companies like Olayan Financing,
Saudi Arabia, one of the most conservative countries with respect to women, is beginning to open doors to
women in the workforce.
Her Royal Highness Princess Reema bint Bandar bin Sultan bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud also successfully
navigated the space between female empowerment and Saudi Arabia’s conservative laws when she was
chief executive of Alfa International, which operates the luxury department store Harvey Nichols in
Riyadh. In June 2011, the Ministry of Labor in Saudi Arabia declared that stores specializing in women’s products as well as women’s sections of department stores, including Harvey Nichols, must hire
female staff.79 Princess Reema spearheaded the initiative by creating a training program designed for
women. The program not only taught female staff how to interact with customers, but also empowered
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the stores’ female employees by teaching them basic personal ﬁnance and their rights to their salaries.80
Princess Reema continues to advocate for women in her many leadership roles, including as the Vice
President of Women’s Affairs at Saudi Arabia’s General Sports Authority and as CEO of Alf Khair.
Huda M. Al-Ghoson, Executive Director of Human Resources at Saudi Aramco, is the ﬁrst woman to
be named a permanent executive director at Saudi Aramco. In a McKinsey Quarterly article in 2015, Ms.
Al-Ghoson chronicled her company’s increased hiring of women and programs created to attract and retain women, an issue Saudi Aramco struggled with. With Ms. Al-Ghoson in charge, the company set up
a Women in Business program that aims to interest young women starting out their careers, and Women
in Leadership, a program that grooms women to rise as leaders within the company. In just a few years,
the company went from three female leaders to 84.81 Women like Ms. Al-Ghoson are not only leading by
example through their own career success, but they are also bringing other women with them.
Her Excellency Noura bint Mohammed Al-Kaabi, Minister of State for Federal National Council
Affairs of the UAE and CEO of twofour54, a leading media company in the Gulf, emphasizes gender
equality as the way to achieve UAE’s Sustainable Development Goals.82 She herself has been a trailblazer, named one of Foreign Policy magazine’s Top 100 Global Thinkers and one of Forbes Middle East’s 30
Most Inﬂuential Women in Government. Media often reﬂect cultural gender stereotypes and propagate
them, which is why it is so important that Her Excellency Ms. Al-Kaabi holds a position that has inﬂuence over media and the way it portrays women.
GCC female leaders who lead by example and speak on behalf of other women will enable moves
toward gender equality to be achieved more quickly. Overall progress is unsteady and many hurdles
remain, particularly in the domestic economy and culture beyond expatriate-oriented workplaces.
However, the women in leadership discussed are spearheading change in their respective countries
and raising the status of other women with them.

CONCLUSION
Asia and the Gulf are poised to achieve continued economic progress. But while countries’ economies
are quickly growing, not all populations have had the same opportunity to contribute and beneﬁt. The
most immediate and largest opportunity lies with women, who make up half of these countries’ populations, yet have varying levels of inﬂuence and participation in economically productive activities.
Time and time again, women have proven that they perform as well as or outperform men in academics, contribute positively to businesses performance, and are capable of working in more advanced positions than most of them currently do. With encouragement and practical support, and if given equal
opportunities, women will positively inﬂuence their respective countries’ economies. Governments,
businesses, and civil society must make a concerted effort on various fronts so that women can participate in the workforce on equal footing with men.

ENDNOTES
1

2

“Delivering the Power of Parity,” McKinsey Global Institute
discussion paper, May 2016, http://www.mckinsey.com/globalthemes/employment-and-growth/realizing-gender-equalitys-12trillion-economic-opportunity
“UNESCO eAtlas of Gender Inequality in Education,” UNESCO
Institute for Statistics, 2016, http://tellmaps.com/uis/gender/

3

“To Fight Poverty, Invest in Girls,” Nancy Gibbs, Time,
February 2011, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/
article/0,9171,2046045,00.html

4

“Over 13 million Pakistani girls have never been inside a classroom,”
Dawn, February 2016, http://www.dawn.com/news/1236966/over-13million-pakistani-girls-have-never-been-inside-a-classroom Feb 2016

Asia Business Council

5

“Labour force participation rate (national estimates; by sex and age
group),” International Labour Organization, 2016.

6

“The Power of Parity: Advancing Women’s Equality in India,”
McKinsey Global Institute, November 2015, p. 1.

7

This 2014 statistic has greatly improved since 2005, when it was at
35 percent.
“The World Factbook 2013-2014,” Central Intelligence Agency,
2014, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/index.html
“The Power of Parity: Advancing Women’s Equality in India,”
McKinsey Global Institute, p. 14.

Unleashing the Potential of Women in Asia and the Gulf | 9

8

ibid.

9

ibid., p. 19.

30 “How an Anonymous Blog Went Viral and Forced Japan’s Abe to
Respond,” Lily Nonomiya and Shoko Oda, Bloomberg, March 2016,
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-03-14/blogger-sdie-japan-tirade-twists-abe-s-arm-on-child-care.

10 “Labour force participation rate (national estimates; by sex and age
group),” ILO.

“Day care crisis stuck in vicious cycle,” Tomohiro Osaki, The Japan
Times, April 2016, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/04/17/
national/day-care-crisis-stuck-vicious-cycle/#.V6Q8arh97IU.

11 “Over 13 million Pakistani girls have never been inside a classroom,”
Dawn.

“Japan’s Prime Minister Pledges to Fix Country’s Daycare Problem,”
Sarah Begley, Time, March 2016, http://time.com/4258530/japanday-care-shinzo-abe/

12 ibid.
31 Lily Nonomiya & Shoko Oda.
13 “Proﬁle: Malala Yousafzai,” BBC, December 2014, http://www.bbc.
com/news/world-asia-23241937
14 “Spending for education to be doubled by 2018,” Dawn, October
2015, http://www.dawn.com/news/1215020/spending-foreducation-to-be-doubled-by-2018
15 “Alif Ailaan Pakistan District Education Rankings 2016,” Alif Ailaan
and SDPI, 2016, p. vi-109, p.viii.
16 ibid., p. vi-109.
17 “The weaker sex,” The Economist, March 2015, http://www.
economist.com/news/international/21645759-boys-are-beingoutclassed-girls-both-school-and-university-and-gap?fsrc=scn/fb/
te/pe/ed/theweakersex
18 “The Power of Parity: Advancing Women’s Equality in India,”
McKinsey Global Institute, p. 15.
19 “World Economic Forum: The Global Gender Gap Report 2015,”
World Economic Forum, 2015, p. 38.
20 “‘Womenomics’ continues as a work in progress,” Kathy Matsui,
The Japan Times, May 2016, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/
news/2016/05/25/business/economy-business/womenomicscontinues-work-progress/
21 “Japan population shrinks by one million, census conﬁrms,” BBC,
February 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35666274
22 “Abe’s ‘womenomics’ report card: Tries hard but could improve,”
South China Morning Post, August 2016, http://www.scmp.com/
news/asia/east-asia/article/1999011/abes-womenomics-reportcard-tries-hard-could-improve
23 “Holding back half the nation,” The Economist, March 2014, http://
www.economist.com/news/brieﬁng/21599763-womens-lowlystatus-japanese-workplace-has-barely-improved-decades-andcountry
24 “Abenomic’s ‘third arrow’ key to revitalising Japan’s economy,”
OECD, April 2015, http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/abenomicsthird-arrow-key-to-revitalising-japans-economy.htm

32 “Abe’s ‘womenomics’ report card: Tries hard but could improve,”
South China Morning Post.
33 “Three-piece dream suit,” The Economist, July 2016, http://
www.economist.com/news/ﬁnance-and-economics/21702756abenomics-may-have-failed-live-up-hype-it-has-not-failed-and
34 “Japan drastically lowers its goal for female managers in
government and private sector,” Mizuho Aoki, The Japan Times,
December 2015, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2015/12/25/
national/japan-drastically-lowers-its-goal-for-female-managers-ingovernment-and-private-sector/
35 “Announcement of the FY 2015 Nadeshiko Brands,” Ministry of
Economy, Trade and Industry, March 2016, http://www.meti.go.jp/
english/press/2016/0316_02.html
36 “Diversity & Inclusion Statement” Mizuho Financial Group, Inc.,
June 2016, http://www.mizuho-fg.co.jp/english/csr/employee/pdf/
diversity.pdf
37 “Hitachi Group Sustainability Report 2015: Diversity and
Inclusion,” Hitachi Group, 2015, http://www.hitachi.com/csr/
download/pdf/csr2015e_124-134.pdf
38 “Tokio Marine Group: CSR Booklet 2016,” Tokio Marine Group,
2016, http://www.tokiomarinehd.com/en/sustainability/highlight/
pdf/csr_booklet2016.pdf
39 “To Raise Productivity, Let More Employees Work from Home,”
Nicholas Bloom, Harvard Business Review, February 2014, https://
hbr.org/2014/01/to-raise-productivity-let-more-employees-workfrom-home
40 Countries include Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and
the United Arab Emirates.
41 “GCC Women in Leadership—from the ﬁrst to the norm,”
McKinsey Global Institute, July 2014, http://www.mckinsey.com/
global-locations/europe-and-middleeast/middle-east/en/gccwomen-in-leadership, p. 4, 15.
Note: The unemployment rate by deﬁnition captures those who are
actively seeking a job and willing to work.

25 “Womenomics 3.0: The Time Is Now,” The Goldman Sachs Group,
Inc., October 2010, http://www.goldmansachs.com/our-thinking/
investing-in-women/bios-pdfs/womenomics3_the_time_is_now_
pdf

42 “Human Capital and the Future of the Gulf,” Center for
Strategic & International Studies, November 2015, https://
csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_ﬁles/ﬁles/
publication/151112_Barnett_HumanCapital_Web.pdf, p. 24.

26 “What Can Boost Female Labor Force Participation in Asia?”
International Monetary Fund, 2015, https://www.imf.org/external/
pubs/ft/wp/2015/wp1556.pdf, p. 10.

43 “Women,” UAE Interact, 2016, http://www.uaeinteract.com/
society/women.asp
44 “GCC Women in Leadership—from the ﬁrst to the norm,” McKinsey
Global Institute, p. 4.

27 ibid., p. 12.
28 “Kathy Matsui takes stock of Abe’s ‘womenomics’ reforms,”
Annabelle Landry, Japan Today, February 2016, http://www.
japantoday.com/category/lifestyle/view/kathy-matsui-takes-stockof-abes-womenomics-reforms
29 “Shinzo Abe: Unleashing the Power of ‘Womenomics’,” Shinzo Abe,
The Wall Street Journal, September 2013, http://www.wsj.com/
news/articles/SB10001424052702303759604579091680931293404

Asia Business Council

“World Economic Forum: The Global Gender Gap Report 2015,”
World Economic Forum, 2015, p. 52.
45 2015 statistics from “Global Gender Gap Report 2015,” World
Economic Forum.
2013 statistic for Saudi Arabia, “School enrollment, tertiary, female
(% gross),” The World Bank, 2016, http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SE.TER.ENRR.FE

Unleashing the Potential of Women in Asia and the Gulf | 10

46 “Maximising Women’s participation in the GCC workforce,”
Oxford Strategic Consulting, February 2010, http://
www.cassknowledge.com/sites/default/ﬁles/articleattachments/408~~chrisrowley_maximisingwomensparticipationfullreport.pdf

65 “Women at Work: Trends 2016,” International Labour
Organization, 2016, http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/
public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/
wcms_457317.pdf, p. 12.

47 “Vision 2030,” Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2016, http://vision2030.
gov.sa/sites/default/ﬁles/report/Saudi_Vision2030_EN_0.pdf, p. 37.

66 “Is Gender Diversity Proﬁtable? Evidence from a Global Survey,”
Marcus Noland, Tyler Moran, and Barbara Kotschwar, Peterson
Institute for International Economics, February 2016, https://piie.
com/system/ﬁles/documents/wp16-3.pdf

48 “Boxed In: Women and Saudi Arabia’s Male Guardianship System,”
Human Rights Watch, July 2016, https://www.hrw.org/sites/
default/ﬁles/report_pdf/saudiarabia0716web.pdf, p.1.

67 ibid., p. 3.

49 “First Saudi Women Elected in Landmark Municipal Vote,”
Margherita Stancati and Ahmed Al Omran, The Wall Street Journal,
December 2015, http://www.wsj.com/articles/ﬁrst-saudi-womanelected-following-landmark-municipal-vote-1450002267

68 “Lack of Mentors May Hinder Women’s Entrepreneurship
in GCC,” Fares Bugshan, Gallup, June 2012, http://www.
gallup.com/poll/155204/Lack-Mentors-May-Hinder-WomenEntrepreneurship-GCC.aspx?g_source=COUNTRY_QAT&g_
medium=topic&g_campaign=tiles#!mn-business

50 Human Rights Watch, p. 69.

69 “Global Gender Gap Report 2015,” World Economic Forum, p. 43-44.

51 ibid., p. 70.

70 “Labour force participation rate (national estimates; by sex and age
group),” ILO.

52 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia government statistics.
71 “Women in the boardroom: A global perspective,” Deloitte Global
Center for Corporate Governance, p. 68.

53 ibid., p. 67.
54 “One step forward, one step back,” The Economist, March
2016, http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-andafrica/21694406-progress-women-has-gone-reverse-under-newking-one-step-forward-one-step
55 “Global Gender Gap Report 2015,” World Economic Forum, p. 36.
56 ”This Arab Nation Made it Mandatory for Women to Be in
Positions of Power,” Katherine Dudley Hoehn, Mic, December
2012, https://mic.com/articles/20737/this-arab-nation-made-itmandatory-for-women-to-be-in-positions-of-power#.U9vBjLYkY
57 “United Arab Emirates,” Social Institutions & Gender Index, 2016,
http://www.genderindex.org/country/united-arab-emirates
58 “Kuwaiti women outnumber men in workforce,” Habib Toumi,
Gulf News, March 2016, http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/kuwait/
kuwaiti-women-outnumber-men-in-workforce-1.1684159
59 ibid.
“The Kuwaiti Labour Market and Foreign Workers: Understanding
the Past and Present to Provide a Way Forward,” Andrea
Salvini, International Labour Organization, http://www.ilo.org/
wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/
meetingdocument/wcms_330314.pdf
60 “Qatar: MENA Gender Equality Proﬁle,” UNICEF, 2011, http://www.
unicef.org/gender/ﬁles/Qatar-Gender-Eqaulity-Proﬁle-2011.pdf
61 “Kuwait leads Gulf states in women in workforce,” Habib Toumi,
Gulf News, April 2015, http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/kuwait/
kuwait-leads-gulf-states-in-women-in-workforce-1.1705940

72 “Women in senior management: Setting the stage for growth,”
Grant Thornton, Forbes Insights, 2013, http://www.grantthornton.
ae/content/ﬁles/women-in-senior-management-ibr-2013.pdf
73 “China: setting the new standard for women in top jobs?”
Aekta Mahajan, The Guardian, September 2013, https://www.
theguardian.com/women-in-leadership/2013/sep/25/china-ukfemale-senior-managers-study
74 “China’s women professionals challenge workplace inequality,”
Joanna Chiu, South China Morning Post, October 2013, http://
www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1330568/chinas-womenprofessionals-challenge-workplace-inequality
75 “Women in the boardroom: A global perspective,” Deloitte Global
Center for Corporate Governance, p. 68.
76 “Perfect balance: How Hong Kong’s career women combine work
and family life,” Liana Cafolla, South China Morning Post, May 2014,
http://www.scmp.com/magazines/style/article/1049549/perfectbalance-how-hong-kongs-career-women-combine-work-and-family
77 “This CEO is helping Saudi women break a gender barrier,” Erika
Fry, Fortune, September 2015, http://fortune.com/2015/09/14/
lubna-olayan-saudi-arabia/
78 ibid.
79 “Shopgirls,” Katherine Zoepf, The New Yorker, December 2013,
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/12/23/shopgirls
80 ibid.

62 “Qatar home to highest proportion of employed women in the
Gulf,” Lesley Walker, Doha News, March 2016, http://dohanews.
co/qatar-home-to-highest-proportion-of-employed-women-inthe-gulf/

81 “Women leaders in the Gulf: The view from Saudi Aramco,” Huda
Al-Ghoson, McKinsey Quarterly, February 2015, http://www.
mckinsey.com/global-themes/leadership/women-leaders-in-thegulf-the-view-from-saudi-aramco

63 “Bahrain: MENA Gender Equality Proﬁle,” UNICEF, 2011,
http://www.unicef.org/gender/ﬁles/Bahrain-Gender-EqaulityProﬁle-2011.pdf

82 “UAE Minister Noura bint Mohammed Al Kaabi Delivers Remarks
at 60th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women at the
United Nations,” Permanent Mission of the United Arab Emirates
to the United Nations, March 2016, https://www.un.int/uae/news/
uae-minister-noura-bint-mohammed-al-kaabi-delivers-remarks60th-session-commission-status-women

“Oman: MENA Gender Equality Proﬁle,” UNICEF, 2011, http://www.
unicef.org/gender/ﬁles/Oman-Gender-Eqaulity-Proﬁle-2011.pdf
64 “Women in the boardroom: A global perspective,” Deloitte Global
Center for Corporate Governance, 2015, https://www2.deloitte.
com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/Risk/gx-ccgwomen-in-the-boardroom-a-global-perspective4.pdf

Asia Business Council

Unleashing the Potential of Women in Asia and the Gulf | 11

