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Introduction

Gender equality and inclusive growth have become essential topics in sustainable 
development debates, especially in South Mediterranean Countries (SMCs). The 
participation of women, both economically and politically, is no longer solely a mat-
ter of human rights, but also of better resource allocation (World Bank, 2009). Ac-
cording to the Union for the Mediterranean [UfM] (2018), the closure of the employ-
ment gender gap in the wider Middle East North Africa (MENA) region, including 
SMCs, would result in an increase in regional Gross Domestic Product of up to 47% 
by 2028.1 However, despite some improvements, inequalities persist in SMCs (Sidlo 
et al., 2017). Despite increased schooling and the proliferation of national legislative 
measures, the economic participation of women is stagnating and remains very low, 
compared to the rest of developing countries (World Bank, 2022). This constitutes 
what is known as the “Mediterranean Paradox” (Assaad et al., 2018), with, on the 
one hand, the rapid rise in female educational attainments and even a reversal of 
the education gender gap in some SMCs, and, on the other hand, the low Female 
Labour Force Participation (FLFP) rates in the formal sector2 (idem).

The participation 
of women, both 
economically and 
politically, is no 
longer solely a 
matter of human 
rights but also of 
better resource 
allocation.

1. This surge in Female Labour Force Participation rates, from approximately 21% to 77%, is thus estimated at 
around €490 billion per year (UfM, 2018).

2. In fact, women’s unemployment is rising, with four out of five working-age women out of the formal labour 
market (The World Bank, 2017).
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Therefore, this article reviews, in a non-exhaustive manner, the literature on gender 
gaps in SMCs and links this analysis with the results of the survey “Towards more 
social justice and inclusiveness in the Mediterranean”, conducted by the European 
Institute of the Mediterranean (IEMed) within the framework of the project “Euro-
MeSCo connecting the dots”.

First, this article presents the sources of the Mediterranean paradox. Second, it dis-
cusses some consequences of gender paradoxes on long term inclusiveness. Last, it 
tackles policy instruments and practical tools that are needed to improve inclusive-
ness and provides cooperation perspectives between the European Union (EU) and 
SMCs.

A Structural Issue: Understanding  
the Mediterranean Paradox
The gender gap in economic participation cannot solely be explained by the ed-
ucation gap in SMCs (World Bank, 2017). In spite of the increase in female enrol-
ment rates in tertiary education, female employment has not grown at a similar pace 
(idem). With the exception of Israel,3 in all other SMCs, FLFP rates are lower than 
half or a third of those of men. To understand these figures, one needs to consider 
the Mediterranean paradox as a structural problem that is not only influenced 
by economic cycles or recent economic developments. This article highlights three 
long-established factors that hinder women’s economic participation and that are 
tackled by the IEMed survey: 

i. the conventional socio-cultural norms surrounding women’s work, 
ii. the slow-changing legal frameworks that do not provide enabling work environ-
ments and, 
iii. the lack of access to finance and the formal economy. 

3.   Israel still faces large disparities but being part of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), some of its socio-economic features resemble other OECD-type economies (Giorno and 
Machlica, 2018).

The gender gap 
in economic 
participation 
cannot solely be 
explained by the 
education gap in 
SMCs, thus, the 
Mediterranean 
paradox should 
be considered 
as a structural 
problem.
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4.   According to Promundo and UN Women (2017), up to 75% of men and more than 50% of women in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Morocco and West Bank and Gaza believe that “a woman’s most important role is to care for the 
household”.

Graph 1: Q.11 In your opinion, what is the main challenge that SMCs countries 
encounter while dealing with gender equality?

Source: Compiled by the IEMed based on the results of the 13th Euromed Survey

The Impact of Traditional Socio-Cultural Norms

Conservative social norms are considered by the literature as the main obstacles to 
gender equality, due to their influence on the perception of gender roles at all levels 
(Assaad et al., 2018). The socio-cultural context in SMCs has an impact on men-
talities and shared gender stereotypes at the society level, as well as on women’s 
own choices for their work-life balance4 (idem). In patriarchal societies, many women 
would be compelled to endorse the caregiver role, due to unconscious biases and 
social pressure, which has a negative impact on their intra-household bargaining 
power (Chamlou et al., 2011; Promundo and UN Women, 2017). 

By acknowledging this reality, the IEMed survey tackles this sizable obstacle to wom-
en’s empowerment. Survey respondents agree with the importance of modifying 
discriminative norms and this issue is recognised as the major challenge to inclu-
siveness in SMCs by most respondents – 35% of them think that cultural and social 
norms are the major challenge SMCs face to reach equality. This percentage is sim-
ilar across respondents’ professional affiliations and slightly higher for women – on 
average 38%. 
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Graph 2: Q.11 In your opinion, what is the main challenge that SMCs countries 
encounter while dealing with gender equality? (% of answers on “Cultural ans 
social norms and gender stereotypes” as first option)

Source: Compiled by the IEMed based on the results of the 13th Euromed Survey

Legal and Structural Impediments to Equality

On the other hand, about 18% of survey respondents regard “ensuring legal frame-
works: non-discriminatory and equality laws” as the main challenge to overcome 
(see graph 1). In many SMCs, gender equality is not yet established in national legal 
frameworks because the civil law does not regulate marriage, heritage, and many 
other personal status matters, leaving them in the hands of each religious communi-
ty’s authority (Sidlo et al., 2017). Additionally, with regards to legislations governing 
the workplace, some SMCs, such as Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt do not provide legal 
provisions that enable equal labour market access or pay to women (idem). 

Moreover, the lack of safe and affordable public transportation impedes women’s 
economic inclusion (Hasson and Polevoy, 2011). Not many policies exist to allevi-
ate physical obstacles dissuading women from entering the job market. The lack 
of adequacy of public policymaking could be linked to the lack of female political 
representation in the public sphere (Hasson and Polevoy, 2011; Bteish and Luckner, 
2019). The vast majority of the IEMed survey participants share this concern. About 
89% of respondents consider “structural and governance issues impeding the so-
cio-economic integration of some groups of society” as affecting socio-economic 
inclusiveness in SMCs. More specifically, more than half – 53% of the respondents 
– assume it is very highly impactful (see graph 3). 
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 The Obstacles Towards the Formal  
Economic Inclusion of Women
The constrained access to finance 

Another main constraint to inclusiveness is linked to the considerable gender gap 
in access to finance,5 which hampers women from creating businesses (Sidlo et al., 
2017). Financial inclusion gives women access to productive resources and saving 
money, which is particularly beneficial for sustainable development, as women ap-
pear to invest more in children’s human capital formation6 (Reggio, 2010; Hou, 2011; 
Gettu, 2018).

Yet, it seems that female-led enterprises are also unserved or underserved by finan-
cial institutions (Zimmer and Pearson, 2018). These gender biases are related to the 
male-dominated venture capital industry7 (UfM, 2022). In fact, many experts – 18% 
of survey respondents – believe that “women’s economic participation, including 
access to finance” remains the main challenge to achieving gender equality in SMCs.

The lack of Female Labour in the Formal Sector

For the past decade, FLFP rates in SMCs have been hovering around 20-25%, which 
implies that most working women are not registered in the formal economic sector 
(International Labour Organization, 2018). Many South-Mediterranean women en-
gage informally not only in low-skill activities, but also in freelance more high-skill 
ones (idem). 

Two types of precarious work are predominant: being employed in an informal un-
registered company or being hired in a formal company, but informally8 (idem). Yet, 
both are vulnerable to economic shocks and do not protect or insure workers against 
risks (ARLEM, 2018). The survey results highlight this issue as 84% of respondents 
recognise that the lack of decent work and the size of the informal sector highly (38% 
of respondents) or very highly (46% of respondents) affect socio-economic inclusive-
ness in SMCs (see graph 3).

5. For instance, in Lebanon, in 2017, while almost 57% of men had bank or mobile-money-service accounts, only 
32.5% of women did (Sidlo et al., 2017).

6. It includes investments in education and health outcomes (Reggio, 2010; Hou, 2011). 

7. The venture capital industry is 92% male in SMCs (UfM, 2022).

8. Being informal in a formal company is to not be registered in social security (International Labour Organization, 
2018).

Many South-
Mediterranean 
women engage 
informally not 
only in low-skill 
activities, but 
also in freelance 
more high-skill 
ones.
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Graph 3: Q.1 To what extent do you consider that the following factors affect 
socio-economic inclusiveness in Southern Mediterranean Countries?

Source: Compiled by the IEMed based on the results of the 13th Euromed Survey

The Long-Term Consequences of Discriminations

The interlinkages between inequalities

The cumulative aspect of inequalities9 aggravates discrimination against women (Fer-
raro et al., 2009). This is particularly true for rural women in SMCs, who are exposed 
to extreme poverty, but also particularly vulnerable to discrimination, violence and 
physical integrity restrictions that obstruct their participation in decision making on 
every level (Bader, 2010). The diversity of women’s profiles and backgrounds within 
and across SMCs renders policy making even harder to implement. 

Furthermore, women are often not only hindered in their access to the labour mar-
ket, but also within the job market, where they face unequal pay along with promo-
tion and superannuation gender gaps: This is known as “gendered poverty” (Chant, 
2008).

9. It is the idea that inequality adds-up over the course of one’s life and across generations, which implies that 
those who are disadvantaged to begin with are at risk to confront further discrimination (Ferraro et al., 2009).
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 Crises and the vicious cycle of discrimination

Additionally, the vulnerability of discriminated groups is often exacerbated by crises 
(Blanton et al., 2019). Women seem to be among the most vulnerable groups, due 
to the accentuation of social, economic, and political inequalities (idem). The pre-
dominance of female informal labour further explains the gendered consequences 
of negative economic shocks. 

Moreover, the nature of the crisis could amplify these effects. For instance, the Cov-
id-19 crisis has accentuated these mechanisms by placing women at the forefront of 
childcare responsibilities and pressuring them to reconsider their professional car-
riers (Adams-Prassl et al. 2020; Fabrizio et al., 2021; Russell and Sun 2021). Theory 
predicts a snowball effect causing women to gradually lower their aspirations, but 
also ultimately their efforts and investments, negatively impacting their well-being 
outcomes.

With regards to the survey, 81% of respondents acknowledge that the climate crisis 
impacts, either highly or very highly, inclusiveness in SMCs and, when asked about 
the impact of the sanitary crisis on inclusiveness, respondents assume that gender 
inequality mostly affects “persons below the poverty threshold”. Lastly, another re-
lated crisis seems to exacerbate inequalities: the food crisis/insecurity (Visser and 
Wangu, 2021). IEMed survey’s respondents believe that it highly (36% of respond-
ents) or very highly (44% of respondents) influences socio-economic inclusiveness in 
SMCs (see graph 3). 

Policy Recommendations and  
the Role of EU-SMCs Cooperation

Enhancing the legal framework

Comprehensive regulations of the multi-layered gender inequalities are needed to 
improve inclusiveness. This includes ensuring safe workspaces and homes, providing 
affordable and accessible childcare services, and guaranteeing a sufficiently long 
paid maternity (and paternity) leave. Recent research conducted by the World Bank 
shows that these elements are positively correlated with higher FLFP rates.10 For 
some SMCs, the possibility of establishing a Ministry for Women’s Affairs could be 
explored. An executive body could be mandated to improve legislation promoting 
gender equality holistically and deconstructing stereotypes (Gürsel, 2021).

An effective and active EU-SMCs cooperation for inclusive and sustainable deci-
sion-making would be very useful to ensure anti-discrimination laws’ efficiency and 
to enable structural empowerment. About 58% of respondents to the IEMed survey 
answered that EU-SMCs cooperation should focus very highly on “strengthening the 
legal framework for access to equal opportunities”. The enhancement of a gender 

10. World Bank unit for Women, Business and Law. Available at: https://wbl.worldbank.org/en/wbl

The predominance 
of female 
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further explains 
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consequences of 
negative economic 
shocks.
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responsive capacity-building of state bodies and legislative actors is also considered 
a major concern for EU-SMCs cooperation, with 82% of respondents putting it as a 
high or very high priority, (see graph 4).

Graph 4: Q.12 To what extent should the EU-SMCs cooperation prioritise…

Source: Compiled by the IEMed based on the results of the 13th Euromed Survey

Moreover, EU-SMCs legal cooperation should prioritise combating violence against 
women and girls through ensuring harmonised and dissuasive sanctions for any types 
of violence or harassment against women at home and in the workplace (Bteish 
and Luckner, 2019). It should also focus on providing anonymous channels of com-
munication to the victims and ensure that they receive assistance (United Nations 
International Children’s Emergency Fund, 2010). In fact, 15% of survey respondents 
believe that this issue is a primary challenge to achieving gender equality in SMCs 
(see  graph 1). 
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 The untapped potential of women’s entrepreneurship

Women-led businesses and social ventures play a growing role in supporting em-
powerment through four main channels, notably by delivering trainings, mentor-
ing and employment opportunities for women, by providing services and suitable 
working places, but also by disseminating micro-entrepreneurship for women and 
by funding for women’s rights and awareness-raising (Haugh and Talwar, 2016; Rich-
ardson et al., 2017; de Groota et al., 2017).
 
About 87% of survey respondents think that EU-SMCs cooperation should prioritise 
highly or very highly the promotion of women’s entrepreneurship (see graph 4). These 
figures are even higher when we isolate policy makers – almost 96% – and female 
respondents – more than 91%. The EU-SMCs cooperation could facilitate women’s 
access to finance, for instance through the creation of a platform that gives visibility 
to women-led initiatives, encourages role models, and organises business-to-busi-
ness meetings with relevant stakeholders11 (Moukaddem and Tsakas, 2019). It would 
also disseminate success stories of South-Mediterranean women, who developed 
innovative tools to locally tackle socio-economic problems. A special focus should 
be given to rural women’s access to credit and investment, which could offer them 
economic activity opportunities. 

The role of digital literacy 

One field in which the EU-SMCs cooperation can be prolific is the digital sector. In 
fact, “the disruptive effect of the digital transformation on the economic growth 
potential and labour exclusion of vulnerable groups” is considered by 70% of survey 
respondents as highly or very highly affecting socio-economic inclusiveness in SMCs 
(see graph 3). One of the challenges of the digital transformation is deepening ine-
qualities by leaving certain marginalised communities behind, notably in rural areas 
(Gürsel, 2021). Spreading digital literacy becomes crucial to avoid such discrimina-
tions.12 Another challenge is to ensure that women’s digital jobs do not confine them 
at home and limit their mobility or promotion opportunities (Haas, 2022).
 
Despite challenges, digital transformation is also a source of rising opportunities. 
The use of digital platforms can provide women with greater access to markets, 
knowledge, and more flexible working arrangements (UfM, 2021). Overall, digitali-
sation can reduce gender inequality by equipping women with digital technologies 
in order to gain employability and equally compete in the market economy (Elmasry 
et al., 2016; Gürsel 2021). Engaging in vocational training and coding can also mul-
tiply women’s bargaining power on the job market and further widen women’s job 
possibilities (idem).

11. It could be adjacent to the EU’s Social Challenges Innovation Platform.
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Promoting research efforts through regional cooperation

Finally, research on inclusiveness in SMCs and the creation of public databases are 
still needed. It would allow us to deepen our understanding of the stagnant FLFP 
rates and further investigate the diverse impacts of informality on inclusiveness. An 
area for regional cooperation at the EU-SMCs level revolves around sharing and 
collecting appropriate data on the status of women (Suleiman, 2021). A regional 
scoreboard could be built to monitor the evolution of gender disparities and the 
specific problems women face in the region. 

An area for further efforts also includes the need to map women-led social enterpris-
es in SMCs, which can be engines of inclusiveness and jobs, as well as the financial 
support tools12 that can facilitate their emergence and durability. Building such a 
database would promote these businesses, better communicate around their social 
impact, and effectively bridge the gap with the donor community and stakeholders 
that could provide technical support and dedicated financial tools (Moukaddem and 
Tsakas, 2019). 

A regional 
scoreboard 
could be built 
to monitor 
the evolution 
of gender 
disparities and 
the specific 
problems women 
face in the 
region.

12. In SMCs, women tend to have less access to a computer or the internet, with 44% of women having internet 
access compared to around 58.5% of men (Gürsel, 2021).

13. Examples of such financial tools are crowdfunding platforms, micro-credit and ethical banks loans.
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