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Last year, world leaders adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as a vision for trans-
forming global development over the next fifteen years to build a more peaceful, prosperous, sus-
tainable, and inclusive future. The Agenda asserts that young women and men are critical agents of 
change, and are central to achieving sustainable development.

Published at a time when countries are developing in earnest their plans to implement the 2030 
Agenda, the “Arab Human Development Report 2016: Youth and the Prospects for Human Development 
in a Changing Reality” strongly echoes this assertion. It calls on Arab States to invest in their youth, 
and to empower them to engage in development processes. This is a critical and urgent priority in 
its own right, and it is a prerequisite for achieving tangible and sustainable progress on development 
and stability for the entire region. The report makes two key arguments for investing in young people 
in the region: 

First, that while young people between the ages of fifteen and 29 make up nearly a third of the region›s 
population, another third are below the age of fifteen.  This “demographic momentum” will last for 
at least the next two decades, and offers an historic opportunity which Arab countries must seize.

Second, the report underlines that the wave of protests which has swept through a number of Arab 
countries since 2011 with youth at the forefront has led to fundamental transformations across the 
entire region. Some countries have seen new national constitutions, free and fair elections, and a wid-
ening of the public participation sphere for previously excluded groups. Elsewhere, however, systems 
which had maintained stability came under serious challenge, with protracted conflict ensuing. This 
report emphasizes that empowerment and engagement of youth at this important juncture in the 
history of the region is essential for laying new and more durable foundations for stability.

The report explores the many challenges which youth in the Arab region continue to face. Many 
continue to receive an education which does not reflect the needs of labour markets. High numbers 
of young people, particularly young women, are unemployed and excluded from the formal economy. 
Young people without livelihoods find it difficult to establish an independent home and form their own 
family units. The risk for these young people is that instead of exploring opportunities and discovering 
future prospects, they experience frustration, helplessness, alienation, and dependency.

It goes without saying that young people across the Arab States have been severely affected by the 
recent crises. Large numbers of them were swept onto the frontlines of conflicts they did not start. 
Many died, and many more have lost family members and friends, livelihoods and prospects, and hope 
in the future. In the face of such challenges, some have joined extremist groups. 

In response to these challenges, the report argues for youth empowerment from a human develop-
ment perspective. This defines the goal of development as the expansion of the choices and freedoms 
available to people to live in ways they want and value. 

Youth empowerment requires enhancing the capabilities of young people. Delivery systems for basic 
services, particularly in education and health, must be improved. The opportunities available to youth 
must be expanded – through economies which generate decent work and encourage entrepreneurship, 
political environments which encourage freedom of expression and active participation, and social 
systems which promote equality and act against all forms of discrimination.

In 2030, the Arab States will look back to assess what they have achieved over the fifteen years of the 
SDGs to fulfill the promise of peace, prosperity, and sustainable development for future generations. 

Foreword by the Administrator, UNDP
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We hope that this report will galvanize decision makers, other key stakeholders, and young people 
themselves across the Arab States’ region to ensure greater participation of youth in development. 
Without such participation, it will be difficult to secure progress and ensure sustainable development.  

The United Nations Development Programme is committed to supporting and facilitating progress 
in the Arab States’ region towards a more prosperous and stable future. We will continue to work 
closely with our partners in all Arab States, the regional and sub-regional institutions, and sister Unit-
ed Nations agencies and other international partners. We look forward to the discussions which we 
hope this report will stimulate, and to supporting innovative and practical recommendations which 
come from those. 

Helen Clark
Administrator
United Nations Development Programme
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Coming five years after the events of 2011, widely referred to as “the Arab Spring,” the publication 
of this report follows a period of extensive debate over the transformations that had occurred since 
in many Arab countries and in particular over the part that young people may have played in those 
transformations. Some considered the contribution of young people as a glimmer of hope for a new 
renaissance that would lead the region towards a better future, whereas others considered it a sedi-
tious influence dragging the region into chaos and jeopardizing its future. 

Events of 2011 inspired the thematic focus of this report on youth in the Arab region. Yet, publishing 
it five years after has spared the report’s research outlook and its analyses from falling prey to the 
intellectual clamour and reactive posturing that usually accompany the examination of defining 
moments of change, such as the ones that have swept the region since 2011. This temporal distance 
has allowed us a calm and reflective approach to evaluating the pulse on the street, monitoring de-
velopments and analysing premises and effects, particularly regarding the reaction of official circles 
to the wave of change, amidst continuing popular efforts to expand opportunities for change and to 
shape a better future. 

The events of 2011 in the Arab region have refocused attention on the pivotal role of youth (by which 
we mean young women and young men) in society. Numerous analysts have linked the wave of 
protests, spearheaded by young people with many significant transformations that have changed 
and are continuing to change political, economic and social foundations in several countries in the 
Arab region. 

The “Arab Human Development Report 2016: Youth and the Prospects for Human Development in a 
Changing Reality” seeks to make a balanced contribution to a renewed and broad debate involving 
key relevant stakeholders about the best means of engaging youth in development in the region. 
It seeks to engage young people themselves in that debate with all other stakeholders over the 
issues it presents.

Youth empowerment key to future development in Arab countries 
The report argues that young people are not a problem or a burden on development; they are rather a 
key resource for resolving the problems of development in the region. It concludes that Arab states can 
achieve a huge developmental leap and ensure durable stability if they put the empowerment of their 
youth at the top of their urgent priorities and harness their energy to advance development processes.    

From that perspective, the report calls on Arab states to adopt a new development model that focuses 
on enhancing the capabilities of young people, unleashing their energy and expanding the opportunities 
available to them, thus allowing them more freedom to shape their futures, and contributing actively 
to development in their societies and countries. 

Numbers matter
Most recent statistics indicate that two-thirds of the Arab region’s population is below thirty years 
of age, half of which falling within the 15 - 29-year age bracket. This age category defines “youth” 
according to the report, which estimates the number of young people in the region at over one hun-
dred million.  

This unprecedented demographic mass of young people at the prime of their working and productive 
abilities constitutes a huge potential for advancing economic and social development if given the 

Foreword by the Regional Director, a.i., UNDP Regional 
Bureau for Arab States
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opportunity. The report points out that this demographic window provides a genuine opportunity 
over the coming two decades that the region must urgently seize.  

Disempowerment of youth sows the seeds of instability
The report asserts that today’s generation of young people is more educated, active and connected 
to the outside world, and hence have a greater awareness of their realities and higher aspirations for 
a better future.  However, young people’s awareness of their capabilities and rights collides with a 
reality that marginalises them and blocks their pathways to express their opinions, actively participate 
or earn a living. As a result, instead of being a massive potential for building the future, youth can 
become an overwhelming power for destruction. 

Events in the region since 2011 have demonstrated the ability of young people to initiate action and 
catalyse change. They demonstrated young people’s awareness of the serious challenges to devel-
opment posed by current conditions, and their ability to express the dissatisfaction of society as a 
whole with those conditions and its demands for change. These events also revealed the depth of the 
marginalisation that young people suffer and their inability to master the instruments of organised 
political action that could guarantee the peacefulness and sustainability of such change. 

Events since 2011 have proved also that employing a predominantly security-based approach to 
responding to demands for change without addressing the root causes of discontent may achieve 
temporary stability and ward off cycles of protest, but does not reduce the possibilities of their re-
currence—it may lead to the accumulation of these demands and their re-emergence more violently.

Enhancing capabilities and expanding opportunities: the duality of youth empowerment
In practice, empowering youth requires, on the one hand, introducing changes to the political, eco-
nomic and social environment that causes their exclusion.  Such changes must increase opportunities 
for young people to engage in the spheres of official politics; stimulate a macro-economy capable 
of producing decent work for young people and enhancing their entrepreneurship; and entrench the 
principles of justice, equality and equal opportunity in society, challenging all discriminatory practices 
based on identity, belief, ethnicity or gender. 
On the other hand, youth empowerment requires serious investments in improving the basic services 
necessary for enhancing young people’s capabilities, particularly in education, health and other social 
services.

In our Arab region, which is experiencing an unprecedented escalation of conflicts that undermine 
gains of development, and in some instances reverse progress, the pursuit of empowerment must 
be rooted in serious and rapid efforts to establish security, peace and social stability, ensuring the full 
and active participation of young people in such efforts. 

Three levels of reform
The empowerment of the youth requires reforms at three levels. The first pertains to redirecting 
macro-policies that regulate the social contract between the state and its citizens and the macro-eco-
nomic structure to ensure inclusiveness and widen opportunities for all, including young people, in a 
fair and non-discriminatory manner.

The second level focuses on sector-specific policies, particularly in the fields of education, health and 
employment, and aims to ensure the availability and quality of the services that will enhance young 
people’s capabilities, hence widening their freedom of choice.
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Finally, the third level relates to national youth policies, which must transcend partial and short-
term approaches attempting to “find solutions to the problems of young people,” which are at time 
superficial and ineffective. Instead, youth policies must interact effectively with the first and second 
levels of suggested reform and enhance coordination amongst all stakeholders to ensure a greater 
role and wider participation of young people in formulating public policies, scrutinizing budgetary 
allocations, and monitoring accountability for the implementation and progress towards achievement 
of national priorities. 

A new generation of Arab Human Development Reports
In this iteration of the Arab Human Development Reports series, we seek to test new methods to widen 
the debate over human development in the Arab region, especially with two key audience categories 
of the report—government stakeholders including decision makers dealing with youth issues, and 
young people themselves.

With decision makers in mind, we have decided to limit the publication of the hard copy of this report 
to its executive summary, in which we have included the most important propositions and messages 
derived from the rich information and analyses in the report’s chapters. We present this executive 
summary as a “policy paper” that goes beyond a mere descriptive presentation summarizing the 
report’s chapters to focus on the most significant policy options and avenues for action. Our hope is 
that the impact of the report will not be limited to serious debates amongst officials concerned with 
youth issues, but that its proposals will motivate practical action and concrete measures.

In keeping with new patterns of knowledge consumption, particularly amongst young people – the 
other key audience of the report – we are publishing the full report only in a digital version posted on 
our website on the internet. In addition to making the digital version of the full chapters of the report 
available for downloading as customary, we were keen to support their content with interactive and 
data visualization tools, to allow for a wider dialogue and sharing of ideas, particularly those contrib-
uted by young people. To increase circulation and engagement, we are also making the digital version 
of the report mobile-friendly through an interactive application. We hope that this will contribute 
to widening the active participation of young people alongside all other concerned stakeholders in 
discussing the issues raised in the report, expounding its ideas and engaging in implementing them. 

I express my gratitude  to Sima Bahous,  Assistant Secretary-General, Assistant Administrator and 
Director of the United Nations Development Programme Regional Bureau for Arab States through 
August, 2016, under whose leadership this report was undertaken. I also thank the researchers who 
have put together this important analysis, which will remain a touchstone for years to come.

Sophie de Caen  
Regional Director, a.i.
Regional Bureau for Arab States
United Nations Development Programme 
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Chapter 1 Youth and human 
development in 
Arab countries: 
the challenges of 
transitions
The central  theme of  this 
report is young people in the 
Arab region. Never before has 
the region had this high share 
of young people. Although 
age distribution is only one 
demographic variable in the 
complexit ies of social  and 
political life, the large presence 
of youth in Arab countries is a 
crucial reality conditioning the 
region’s political, economic, 
social and cultural development.

Over the past five years, 
more and more young people 
in the Arab region have been 
raising their voices against their 
economic, social and political 
exclusion. This was made evident 
by the youth-led uprisings that 
brought to the fore the urgent 
need for reform. Youth have 
emerged as a catalyzing force 
for change in societies. In several 

countries, their movements and 
protests have put pressure on 
traditional power structures.

This report offers a compre-
hensive and detailed analysis 
of the challenges youth face in 
terms of the human develop-
ment process.  It calls for bring-
ing youth in the Arab region 
back into the centre – politically, 
economically and socially – by 
giving them a stake in their so-
cieties. 

This chapter argues for a re-
newed policy focus on youth de-
velopment in the region from the 
perspectives of demography and 
human development in the con-
text of an inauspicious economic 
outlook. Youth in Arab countries 
could be effective agents of pos-
itive change provided their capa-
bilities are recognized, developed 
and called upon.
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The Arab uprisings have also underlined the 
economic and political exclusion of many youth 
who have been denied influence over the public 
policies affecting their lives. Citizens of the Arab 
region in general and the youth in particular are 
thinly represented in the public space. As a result, 
youth development policies have not found their 
way onto the agendas of Arab governments and 
policymakers. The recent youth-inspired protests 
and revolutionary movements represented an ex-
pression of the frustration and alienation of the 
current generation of youth.

Disenchanted with the narrow choices society 
offers and stifled in a restrictive public sphere, 
youth in Arab countries are looking elsewhere for 
room to breathe. Their eyes are on the seemingly 
free streets beyond the family and nation, on the 
camps of those who seek to become militant he-
roes, and on the enticing social activism of faith-
based movements, including some concealing 
political ambitions in religious causes.

Social attitudes that treat young Arabs as pas-
sive dependants or merely as a generation-in-wait-
ing will have to change. As the uprisings of 2011 
have shown, these youth are anything but that. 
Social change is not engineered by youth, but it 
is most manifest among youth, who must be at 
the centre of any movement forward in the Arab 
countries. The future not only belongs to them, 
but will be shaped by them. It is therefore urgent 
to focus on youth as subjects and agents of human 
development in the region because no account can 
be complete without considering how those who 
mediate such tensions in their daily lives perceive 
and respond to their situations. This is not a matter 
of sentiment. Rather, it speaks directly to ques-
tions of representation and relevance.

1.1
Introduction
Since 2011, uprisings and social unrest have af-
fected several Arab countries, and a number have 
fallen into protracted conflict. The year 2011 was 
a tipping point: since then, the momentum for 
change has been unstoppable, and a new epoch 
began unfolding in the region. This represents an 
opportunity to reassess the development paths of 
Arab countries and to identify patterns of change 
that have been forming.

The incidents that triggered the uprisings high-
lighted the reality among large segments of the 
populations who find themselves increasingly 
facing limited opportunities and significant chal-
lenges in advancing their lives and bettering their 
future. In light of the development paths adopted 
by many Arab countries, this reality is bound to 
become worse in a region in which 60 percent of 
the population have not yet reached the age of 30.

The protests that took place across several 
countries and began spreading in 2011 underline 
the significance of the Arab region’s youthful de-
mographic profile. Never before has the region 
had such a large share of youth; youth of ages 
15–29 make up around 30 percent of the popu-
lation, or some 105 million people (box 1.1; figure 
1.1). Rapid population growth has placed massive 
pressures on societies and the entire infrastruc-
ture of Arab States. It is youth who often trans-
late broader social problems into an explosive and 
radicalizing mixture.

Box 1.1  Who counts as youth?

Youth can be broadly described as the stage 
during which a person moves out of dependence 
(childhood) and into independence (adulthood). 
For statistical purposes, the United Nations (UN) 
defines youth as individuals of ages 15–24 years. 
This range encompasses people who are official-
ly recognized as youth in the UN Millennium De-
velopment Goals and people whom many would 
classify as adolescents.

Using another classification, the Middle East 

Youth Initiative defines youth as people of ages 
15–29 years. This range has been adopted here 
to reflect the prolonged transitions to adulthood 
faced by many in the region.

Youth do not constitute a homogeneous 
group. Their socioeconomic, demographic and 
geographical situations vary widely within and 
across countries. Yet, despite the differences, 
regional analysis can provide a broad under-
standing of the development profile of youth.

Source: The Report team.
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Measured in terms of the HDI, all Arab countries 
increased their level of achievement between 1980 
and 2010, driven mostly by gains in education and 
health, while income fell behind in comparison. 
Although it is difficult to place the Arab countries 
into one Arab basket, the region still scores lower 
than the world average on the HDI and already 
lags three of the world’s six regions, namely, East 
Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Central Asia and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. By the year 
2050, the region is projected to rank fifth, only a 
little ahead of sub-Saharan Africa.1 

The HDI has been following a plateau-like be-
haviour since 2010. Average annual growth in 
the indicator dropped by more than half between 
2010 and 2014 relative to the growth between 
2000 and 2010. The global financial and economic 
crisis in 2008–2009, coupled with political insta-
bility, appears to have had a widespread impact 
on HDI growth thereafter because average annual 
HDI growth then followed a stagnant or consis-
tently downward trajectory (figure 1.2).

A disaggregated analysis of human development 
seems to indicate that inequality is rising in Arab 
countries. The region suffers an average loss of 24.9 
percent when the HDI is adjusted for inequalities, 
which is above the world average loss of 22.9 
percent. Inequality is widest in the education 
component of the inequality-adjusted HDI (about 
38.0 percent). This may reflect the inequalities in 

1.2
Progress 
in human 
development 
in Arab 
countries
Over its 35-year history, the human development 
index (HDI) has remained the most salient tool in 
the human development approach to measuring 
human well-being. The HDI tracks improvements 
in key aspects of people’s lives, capturing progress 
in three basic human capabilities: to live a long and 
healthy life, to be educated and knowledgeable, and 
to enjoy a decent standard of living. It stands as an 
alternative to the purely economic gross domestic 
product (GDP) indicator and is helpful in monitoring 
and understanding change in societies because 
it allows progress to be assessed more broadly.

Source: UN DESA 2013c.

Figure 1.1  The changing share of youth, ages 15–29 years (as a % of total population)
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1.3
Conceptual-
izing youth in 
human
development
Since their launch in 2002, the Arab Human 
Development Reports (AHDRs) have offered an 
intellectual framework for clarifying the chang-
ing dynamics of human development in the Arab 
region and identifying choices for the future. The 
reports have unearthed rooted obstacles to the 
well-being of people in the Arab region and have 
provided strategic analyses of the region’s social, 
political and economic trends. They are founded 
on the concept that the purpose of development is 
to expand people’s choice and advance the quality 
of human life. The expansion in choice requires 
the enlargement of human capabilities and op-
portunities.

education systems that properly prepare only a 
small minority of youth with the adequate skills to 
meet the demand of labour markets, where most 
new entrants face a lack of opportunity (see below).2  

Inequality in the income component may seem 
less severe (17 percent), especially if compared 
with the corresponding component in other re-
gions such as South Asia (18 percent), East Asia 
and the Pacific (27 percent), sub-Saharan Africa 
(28 percent) and Latin American and the Caribbean 
(36 percent).3 However, the hard core of poverty is 
definitely captured in the non-income space, best 
highlighted through the multidimensional poverty 
index (MPI), which reveals significant social depri-
vation. More specifically, the MPI shows that the 
Arab region has the highest ratio of rural to urban 
poverty (3.5) among all developing regions except 
Latin America and the Caribbean.4  

The progress achieved in some areas of human 
development over the years has tended to elevate 
the expectations of people in Arab countries, and 
this has taken on even more importance because 
many people have become more well educated, 
are living longer lives and are more connected 
to the outside world. Yet, enhancing human de-
velopment is only meaningful if people have the 
opportunity to make choices and if they are free 
to exercise these choices. In this sense, any im-
provement in the HDI is incomplete unless it also 
measures positively the ability of people to act.

Source: UNDP 2014a.

Figure 1.2  Average annual HDI growth
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teeing people’s individual and collective entitlements, 
create the opportunities for this exercise of freedoms.

A central cross-cutting concept in the AHDR 
2016 is youth empowerment. This entails, as Naila 
Kabeer observes, “The expansion in people’s ability 
to make strategic life choices in a context where 
this ability was previously denied to them.”5 Key to 
this concept is a sense of agency, whereby Youth  
themselves become resolute actors in the process 
of change. The concept is embedded in self-reli-
ance and based on the realization that young peo-
ple can take charge of their own lives and become 
effective agents of change. Thus, for example, in-
dicators of university enrollment could improve, 
but, unless the intervening processes involve youth 
as agents of change rather than merely recipients 
of change, youth will not become empowered 
through the improvement (box 1.2).

Evidence shows that the prospects of young 
people in the region are, now more than ever, 
jeopardized by poverty, economic stagnation, 

The defining vision of the AHDR series is that 
the Arab countries must undergo comprehensive 
reform to create greater opportunities for people 
to use their decision-enhanced capabilities. The 
reform must be political, to establish systems of 
good governance and release the creative energies 
of the region’s people; social, to build and liberate 
their capabilities; and economic, to become cen-
tred on greater regional and global integration. 
The ultimate objective is to rebuild societies with 
full respect for freedom and human rights, the 
empowerment of women, the consolidation of 
knowledge activities, and responsible stewardship 
of the natural environment.

Like its predecessors, this sixth AHDR is grounded 
in a concept of human development that embraces 
human freedom as a core value. The AHDRs thus un-
derscore the close link between human development 
and human rights. By enhancing human capabilities, 
progress in human development empowers people 
to exercise their freedoms. Human rights, by guaran-

Box 1.2  Youth and vulnerability: The human development perspective

The AHDR 2016 examines the status and deter-
minants of youth empowerment in the region. 
There are important reasons for focusing on 
youth. First, susceptibility to adversity is height-
ened during this critical period in the human 
life cycle. Young people confront specific life 
phase challenges. Beginning with adolescence 
and continuing into youth, this is a period of 
accelerated maturation and social transition, 
when individuals shift from a position of rela-
tive powerlessness and dependency that char-
acterizes childhood to the responsibilities and 
autonomy expected of adults. This transition 
can be difficult, and the deficits, deprivations 
and other risks experienced during youth can 
have debilitating emotional, political, economic 
and social consequences on these youth when 
they become adults and on their families and 
communities.

Second, if young people fail to realize their 
full potential, this undermines their future 
capabilities as adults, thereby weakening 
whole communities and economies. In the 
many low- and middle-income countries with 
exceptionally youthful populations, this results 
in a substantial loss in the momentum of na-

tional development. Youth should represent a 
demographic dividend to society. Ensuring the 
well-being, self-determination, productivity 
and good citizenship of youth is the best way 
to reap this dividend.

Third, the world has undergone significant 
changes during the life course of this generation 
of young people. While some of these changes 
have opened up important new opportunities 
for the young, there is also much uncertainty, 
as well as untold privation and suffering. Young 
people everywhere are negotiating the implica-
tions of economic transition, climate change, 
the depletion of natural resources, the rapid 
advance of communication and information 
technologies, and new forms of surveillance and 
control. Though all age groups and generations 
are affected, young people experience some of 
the most profound hardships associated with 
these phenomena.

Finally, the consideration of the vulnerabilities 
of youth is timely because there is a growing 
political will in the international community and 
among many national governments and civil so-
ciety groups to develop more effective policies 
focused on the young.

Source: UNDP 2014b.
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(UNESCO). Worldwide, UNDP has published 24 
national human development reports with a focus 
on youth development issues, of which five were 
on Arab countries. Most of the research and public 
policy work of the UN system have centred on 
analysis of the situation of youth in education, 
employment, health care and participation in public 
life, encouraging governments in the region to 
formulate national youth policies and monitoring 
the progress of Arab countries towards achieving 
goals and targets in youth development.6  

The World Bank’s Middle East and North Africa 
regional vice presidency has shown great interest 
in youth development issues, inspired by World De-
velopment Report 2007: Development and the Next 
Generation, which concentrated on youth transi-
tions.7 The League of Arab States has also placed 
youth issues at the top of development priorities, 
conducting numerous regional studies and orga-
nizing, in Cairo in 2013, the Youth Arab Summit.8  

The Middle East Youth Initiative, launched in 
2006 by the Wolfensohn Center for Development 
at the Brookings Institution and the Dubai School 
of Government (the Mohammed Bin Rashid 
School of Government), also conducts research 
on youth issues, including exclusion, education, 
employment, marriage, housing and credit, and 
on how all of these elements are linked during 
young people’s experience of ‘waithood’. The 
initiative’s research shows that the poor labour 
market outcomes among the region’s youth are 

governance failure and exclusion, all compounded 
by the violence and fragility of the body politic 
(table 1.1). Empowerment can break this cycle 
and drive transformational change by altering the 
power relationships in society. Hence, this AHDR 
attempts to elucidate the ways in which youth in 
Arab countries are socially excluded and how an 
enabling environment might be created for them. 
Youth are not the only population group to bear the 
brunt of failed policies; nor do they alone suffer the 
effects of war and conflict. However, unless current 
trends are shifted, youth in Arab countries stand to 
inherit stagnant, violent, or otherwise failed societies 
that few of their number had a hand in making, and 
they are the ones who will have to rebuild these 
societies. This is their claim on our attention today.

Recent research on youth development in the 
region

Youth development in the Arab region has received 
considerable attention in the last decade. Through 
the World Programme of Action for Youth, major 
research and advocacy initiatives to promote the 
welfare of youth have been undertaken by UN 
agencies, including the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), the UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the United 
Nations Educational and Scientific Organization 

The economic 
situation 
(poverty, 

unemployment 
and price 
increases)

Financial and 
administrative 

corruption

Enhancing 
(strengthening) 

democracy

Achieving 
stability and 

internal security
Other

Algeria 76.9 14.9 2.7 3.3 2.2

Egypt 87.6 6.5 1.4 1.3 3.1

Iraq 52.5 32.5 3.5 9.7 1.7

Jordan 81.0 14.0 1.1 0.7 3.3

Kuwait 56.5 25.3 9.4 0.9 8.0

Lebanon 60.6 24.4 3.5 7.1 4.3

Libya 23.1 32.3 2.3 0.7 41.6

Morocco 83.9 9.6 2.1 0.8 3.6

Palestine 50.3 8.7 1.3 3.0 36.6

Sudan 74.2 17.2 2.3 3.4 2.8

Tunisia 88.4 8.6 0.7 0.9 1.6

Yemen 74.6 17.1 3.9 2.8 1.6

Source: Arab Barometer 2014.

Table 1.1  What are the most important challenges your country is facing today (%)?



27

The literature on identity and social values indi-
cates that the values and aspirations of youth in 
the region are deeply shaped by the socio-politi-
cal circumstances in which they have grown up. 
Though youth in the Arab countries have great 
difficulty voicing their expectations and effective-
ly engaging in the political sphere, they tend to 
be more well educated and more networked and 
connected to global knowledge and information 
relative to older citizens, and they live in urban 
areas where the population exceeds 57 percent of 
the total population of the Arab states.10  

A review of opinion surveys reveals that the 
opinions of the public in Arab countries, especially 
youth, are diverse and dynamic. Youth tend to de-
velop values and even a sense of identity that are 
different from the corresponding values and sense 
of identity of their older fellow citizens. Through 
their access to information and communication 
technology, youth are increasingly connected to 
the world. For young people living in an inhibiting 
environment, this exposure to information and 
communication has been a liberating portal and a 
virtual space to express themselves, raise objec-
tions, voice their opinions and challenge power 
structures, thus transforming them from passive 
members of society into active, self-aware and 
reform-driven individuals. This was manifested in 
the 2011 uprisings when social media were used 
to organize and mobilize public rallies against gov-
ernments. Social media outlets have become a 
major part of the daily lives of youth in Arab coun-
tries. On average, these youth are more well con-
nected to means of information than their peers 
in other middle-income countries and more well 
connected than their parents. This connectivity 
also expands dramatically with education.

The vast majority of youth in the Arab countries 
still adhere to conservative traditions. According 
to recent opinion survey data, more than three 
quarters of youth in the region believe tradition 
is important in their lives. The findings of values 
surveys likewise indicate considerable support for 
political Islam, though this tends to rise with age 
and fall with education. Younger and more well 
educated individuals show a greater preference 
for democratic forms of governance.

The Arab region is one of the most urbanized 
in the world. More youth are living in urban areas 
(for instance, 81.9 percent in Jordan, 67.4 percent 
in Tunisia and 41.5 percent in Egypt), mostly in 
slums and informal settlements.11 In the least 
developed countries of the region, almost two 
thirds of urban residents live in slums, and 28 

made more acute by the institutional rigidities, 
formal and informal, that govern the region’s 
education and employment markets.9 It also 
shows that similar institutional barriers obtain in 
the marriage and housing markets, perpetuating 
social and economic exclusion among youth.

Opinion polls on the situation of youth in Arab 
countries and their self-perceived welfare out-
comes are also proliferating. Since 2009, Gallup 
and Silatech have published the Silatech Index, 
a representative yearly survey that reveals how 
youth themselves look at job creation, access to 
the resources they need to find a job and policies 
they see as blocking their path.

Yet, few recommendations from this work have 
found their way into government policy. Official 
responses to youth development issues and to the 
World Programme of Action for Youth, in particular, 
are still weak. In most countries, they are restrict-
ed to scattered sectoral programmes that are only 
partly designed to meet the younger generations’ 
needs. Moreover, laws and political decisions on 
youth development are absent, and coordination 
is almost non-existent among the institutions that 
affect young people’s livelihoods (education, labour, 
health care, and other ministries and institutions).

1.4
Youth in Arab 
countries-
post-2011: 
Defining 
the factors 
behind the 
changing
reality
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is still below 18. Nonetheless, the family in Arab 
countries is undergoing significant change. Thus, 
the model of the extended family living together 
in one household or in close proximity is no longer 
the norm everywhere, and, ultimately, rising rates 
of education among women, especially in urban 
areas, will have a positive correlate by raising the 
age of marriage among women.

The rise of the largest, most well educated, and 
most highly urbanized generation of young peo-
ple in the region’s history may also constitute a 
destabilizing force. It is imperative to examine the 
prevailing trends and factors affecting the environ-
ment in which these people are living.

The momentous popular uprisings that began 
in 2011 and in which young protesters figured 
prominently have ended one era in the region and 
launched another, one that is still unfolding.13 In 
this new era, the trend towards the escalation of 
conflict has drastically disrupted stability and de-
velopment and may exert a harsh influence on the 
future. A grave new development has been the 
emergence of militant non-state actors, notably 
in Iraq and the Syrian Arab Republic, carving out 
large swathes of land and proclaiming a state.

The longer-term impacts remain unclear, but, 
while a few extremists have succumbed to the 
allure of the self-styled defenders of the faith 
who espouse violence, youth more generally 
have come to see the conflicts as an almost in-
evitable disfigurement of their formative years. 
Distinct from the intergenerational tensions that 
many of them must already mediate within their 
families and personal lives, the estrangement of 
youth because of coercive states that lack legiti-
macy, strife-torn societies destabilized by violent 
conflict, or states that fail to meet the notions of 
entitlement of the young has arisen from certain 
ingrained features of the region.

There is no disputing that the uprisings and 
conflicts have called into doubt many policies 
and practices that have prevailed since the Arab 
countries became nation-states. Putting this larg-
er background back into the picture is important 
for reaching an understanding of the significance 
of the protests among youth against the perceived 
failures of their leaders.

percent of all urban residents in the region are living 
in slums or informal settlements.12 Youth growing 
up in these slums are increasingly subjected to 
social exclusion, violence and pervasive poverty. 
This fuels social tension and polarization, as noted 
by Marilyn Booth: “Many Arab adolescents grow 
up in cities where rapid expansion far exceeds 
capabilities of city services and existing housing, 
and where extreme poverty is juxtaposed with 
new, conspicuously displayed, wealth.”

The absence of decent job opportunities, de-
clines in wages, the rise of conflict, and the polit-
ical instability in the region have led many youth 
from Arab countries to immigrate temporarily or 
permanently in search of better opportunities. Im-
migration is often a reaction to the lack of oppor-
tunities, including opportunities in education and 
vocational training. By selecting immigration as a 
means to disengage from their difficulties, these 
young immigrants contribute to the reproduction 
of social and political exclusion.

Young women are still suffering in even more 
complex conditions in the Arab countries. They 
are now facing repercussions from their political 
activism in mobilizing on social and political is-
sues during the protests across the region in 2011, 
although the notable benefits of this activism in-
cluded an opening-up of the public space for par-
ticipation and the expression of opinion. Several 
Arab countries have witnessed the striving among 
conservative social forces to restrict the rights and 
freedoms of young women and raise the potential 
for the exercise of legal, political and social injus-
tice towards them. Specific characteristics of the 
political, legal and economic contexts in various 
countries affect the situation of young women 
substantially. In addition to differences across 
countries, there are significant differences in the 
experiences of young women within each country.

As conservative factions gain more power, the 
movements, behaviour and dress of young women 
are more likely to become constrained, including 
by law enforcement authorities, while the freedom 
of choice among women about their lives tend to 
narrow. Especially in poorer and more rural areas, 
the age of marriage has not risen dramatically, 
and, in many places, the legal age of marriage 
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limited size and scope, the investments of the 
private sector have not been able to pick up the 
slack created by the more recent rollback in state 
employment. The sustainability of this system 
has been increasingly eroded by the rising costs 
of repression and redistribution.15  

The state-led development model has created 
contradictions. It has expanded access to key 
entitlements, whether public employment or 
food subsidies, thereby raising some levels of 
human development. Thus, partly because of the 
entitlements, societies have been able to lower 
the incidence of poverty and income inequality, 
shielding disadvantaged groups from some of the 
worst economic pressures of our times.

However, these ostensibly favourable outcomes 
have entailed a deeper trade-off in the long run. 
The gains in human development have rarely 
translated into gains in productivity and growth, 
first because the model traps human capital in 
unproductive public sector jobs, and, second, 
because it builds a pyramid of privilege whereby 
economic advantage is restricted to firms and 
individuals connected to the state and its ruling 
elites.

Arab countries have long preserved social order 
by distributing unproductive rents (box 1.3). These 
rents are not merely revenues generated outside 
the economy in the form of oil and aid, but polit-
ically mediated rents created through economic 

1.4.1
The failure of the Arab develop-
ment model

Countries in the Arab region share much more 
than a common language and social and cultural 
traditions. They have long pursued a model of de-
velopment that is dominated by the public sector 
and turns governments into providers of first and 
last resort (figure 1.3). This flawed Arab model 
of development depends on inefficient forms of 
intervention and redistribution that, for financing, 
count heavily on external windfalls, including aid, 
remittances and rents from oil revenues. The re-
liance on unearned income is sometimes dubbed 
the original sin of Arab economies.14  

Since independence, most countries have seen 
little change in economic structure. Manufac-
turing—the primary vehicle for job creation in 
emerging economies—has registered painfully 
slow and sometimes negative growth. The public 
sector has either crowded out and manipulated 
the private sector or forged uncompetitive and 
monopolistic alliances, while inhibiting the de-
velopment of viable systems of public finance. 
With few exceptions, the private sector is weak 
and dependent on state patronage, and the 
business environment hampers the rise of young 
and independent entrepreneurs. Because of their 

Source: AMF 2015.

Figure 1.3  Average employment shares in the public sector in selected Arab countries and selected 
comparator countries in the 2000s
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agency and encourages short-term consumption 
at the expense of long-term investment in human 
capabilities and competitive production.17  

The contribution of private investment to growth 
in the region is among the lowest in the world. 
This is especially the case because entrepreneurs 
consistently face anticompetitive and discretionary 
practices that favour incumbent or large firms at 
the expense of new entrants, small businesses 
and young entrepreneurs. These practices go 
beyond opportunistic corruption; they reflect a 
deep structural alliance between political and eco-
nomic elites to secure economic interests. Recent 
data reveal how firms linked to former regimes in 
Egypt and Tunisia were given privileges or business 
advantages. In Egypt, for example, 71 percent of 
politically connected firms were operating in sec-
tors protected by at least three import barriers.18 

This was so among only 4 percent of unconnected 
firms. Likewise, in Tunisia, 64 percent of connected 
firms, but only 36 percent of unconnected firms 
were operating in sectors in which foreign direct 
investment (FDI) was restricted.19  

Resource rents in the region have been chan-
nelled into lavish and conspicuous real estate 

controls, licences and monopolies. The region 
is one of the most protected in the world. The 
movement of goods, people and capital is subject 
to tight restrictions.16 The behind-the-border 
barriers that generate trade frictions are more 
pervasive in the Arab region than elsewhere. 
The trade regime is even more restrictive in the 
resource-rich, labour-abundant economies of the 
region, precisely where private sector employment 
generation is most required.

While the model has created an adverse legacy 
of entitlement that aims to sustain some individ-
uals from conception to coffin, it has also fostered 
political marginalization, economic deprivation 
and social exclusion. Thus, the associated trade 
frictions push firms without political or social 
connections to the margins of the economy, and 
opportunities for absorbing young entrants to the 
workforce are lost. The model thereby hobbles 
promising enterprises, discourages economic 
efficiency and deters young talents because its 
goal is not to promote innovation or competition, 
but solely to preserve access to wealth and power 
among a few. The result is a top-down model that 
is based on hand-outs, undermines individual 

Box 1.3  Omar Razzaz: The rentier State

It is difficult to understand the course of eco-
nomic development of Arab states without 
grasping the role of rentierism. According to 
the traditional definition, a rentier state is one 
that relies for a major part of its revenues on oil 
and other natural resources. The relative impor-
tance of such resources and of foreign aid and 
remittances places most Arab countries along a 
continuum of rentier to semi-rentier economies.

Foreign rents offer the state considerable au-
tonomy and relieve it from the need to acquire 
legitimacy through the ballot box. The state 
establishes its legitimacy by allocating rent 
through various forms of privilege to groups and 
individuals. Income and wealth are not derived 
from work, innovation or risk-taking, but from 
the position of individuals in the pecking order 
of allocation channels (public sector jobs, public 
largesse, private sector cronyism and the like). 
In this way, the rentier system casts a shadow 
over the private sector because competition 

does not arise from the production of goods 
and services or from innovation, but from the 
quality of client relationships with state patrons.

Not all resource-rich states suffer the same 
symptoms because the issue revolves around 
not so much the sources of national income and 
their shares, but public institutions, namely, 
the laws, regulations and policies governing 
the extraction of resources and the distribu-
tion of the resulting benefits. In this sense, a 
rentier state is one that extracts resources and 
allocates the income from such resources so 
as to maximize the short-term political and 
economic gains at the expense of long-term 
sustainable development and the accumulation 
of national wealth, thereby shifting the basis for 
classifying the state as rentier (or not) primarily 
onto whether institutions with adequate checks 
and balances have been built to realize the full, 
long-term potential of resources to maximize 
national wealth.

Source: Razzaz 2013.
Note: Omar Razzaz is chairman of Jordan Ahli Bank and winner of the Arab Prize for the Social Sciences and Humanities in 2012.
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five of the top 10 countries with the highest rates 
of improvement were Arab: Oman, Saudi Arabia, 
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco.22 Net enrollment rates 
in primary education, for instance, rose from 78.8 
percent in 1999 to 88.4 percent in 2012, and the 
latter rate was slightly above the developing-region 
average of 88.3 percent and close to the world aver-
age of 89.1 percent. Many countries in the region are 
close to achieving universal primary enrollment.23 
And gains have also been made at the higher levels 
of education: secondary and tertiary enrollment in-
creased almost threefold between 1970 and 2003.24 

But, by 2008, the average gross tertiary enroll-
ment ratio in the region was only 23.7 percent, 
a modest rise from the 20.0 percent in 2002.25 
That colleges and universities have not signifi-
cantly boosted their intake rates partly reflects the 
growing disenchantment of youth with the value 
of higher education amid the glut of unemployed 
graduates on the job market.

Overall, the quality of education is poor. Stan-
dardized international tests in education such as 
the Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) and the Programme for International 
Student Assessment show Arab countries scoring 
well below the average even if results are adjusted 
for per capita income, particularly in the rich Gulf 
countries.26 The limited skills among the workforce 
are another indicator of poor human capital endow-
ments and highlight a mismatch between supply 
and demand. More than a third of employers in the 
Middle East and North Africa region have zeroed in 
on inadequate skills as a major impediment to busi-
ness growth, the highest such share worldwide.27  

The public has become increasingly dissatis-
fied with living standards, especially in Egypt and 
Tunisia (annex 2 table A.2). Dissatisfaction rates 
are lower in the Arab region overall than in other 
developing regions, but show pronounced sub-re-
gional differences: the Mashreq and least devel-
oped countries show rising rates of dissatisfaction, 
reaching almost 55 percent in 2012, much higher 
than the rates in the Maghreb or the countries of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) (12 percent). 
Dissatisfaction thus seems driven by poverty, con-
flict, or unrealized political hopes.

Financial independence is difficult in the face of 
high unemployment and precarious jobs

Unemployment among youth in Arab countries is the 
highest in the world, 29 percent in 2013, versus 13 
percent worldwide.28 First-time job seekers account 
for around half the unemployed, also the highest 

projects, unproductive public sector spending and 
military expenditures, but the spending benefits a 
tiny slice of society. In Egypt, inequality is strongly 
influenced by richer households according to re-
cent World Bank estimates.20 The top 1 percent of 
richer households contributes to inequality more 
than any other percentile in the distribution and 
accounts for up to 4 percentage points of the Gini 
coefficient.21  

The average annual household income among 
the poorest households in the Arab region declined 
from $4,600 a year (adjusted for purchasing 
power parity [PPP]) in 2008 to $4,100 in 2012. 
Over the same period, the corresponding indi-
cator among the richest families increased from 
$29,900 to $33,600. The richest families seem to 
earn more than 25 percent higher than the richest 
households in other middle-income countries. The 
trend over 2008–2012 also shows that the income 
gap between the richest and poorest households is 
similar in Arab countries to that in middle-income 
countries; yet, inequality is growing more rapidly 
in the Arab region. Over the five years, the ratio 
of the average income of the richest households 
to that of the poorest households grew from 6.5 
to 8.2 in Arab countries, but from 9.2 to 11.4 in 
middle-income countries (annex 2 figure A.5).

As job havens in the make-work bureaucracies 
once financed by the rents disappear, more doors 
to the employment of young people—however 
unproductive that employment may be—are 
closed. As a consequence, youth are reaching 
their adult years in a context of rising income 
inequality, widening inequality of opportunity, 
and slow growth, alongside weak job creation. 
Wide access to media and information creates 
more awareness, especially among young people, 
of the miasma of elite alliances embedded in 
society, and this is heightening the perceptions 
of inequality on the street, driving a wedge more 
deeply between the haves and the have nots 
and helping fuel the uprisings and conflicts in 
the region.

1.4.2
Facets of youth disempowerment

Beginning with education: more is required than 
new places in schools

In recent decades, Arab countries recorded prog-
ress in indicators of human development. In 2010, 
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strata in the region’s societies, but the young and 
elderly are often the most vulnerable. Yet, youth are 
formally excluded politically by middle-aged and 
elderly men, who dominate society because of tra-
ditional norms and deeply entrenched state-spon-
sored economic practices. Youth also face large 
entry barriers to jobs, marriage and housing, where 
older groups enjoy privileges, largely acquired under 
public programmes during the oil booms.

The ongoing exclusion of young women

No society can progress by restricting the capabili-
ties and opportunities of half its people. Women in 
Arab countries can show important development 
results, but they still face a life of discrimination. 
Their ordeal starts in traditional early childhood and 
runs through male-oriented family environments 
and education systems to confining marriages or 
underpaid work (box 1.4). Society’s support for the 
better treatment of women has increased notably 
over the last five decades and certainly since the 
start of the 20th century, but the definitive elimi-
nation of all forms of discrimination against women 
is a struggle against a rooted historical injustice 
that will take more years to complete.

The rise of women in Arab countries is insep-
arably and causally linked to the future human 
development of the Arab region. The pervasive 
disempowerment of women in Arab countries is 
grounded in cultural, social, economic and political 
factors. As the 2005 and 2009 AHDRs observed, 
the seeds of discrimination are embedded in cul-
tural beliefs and traditions in childraising, educa-
tion, religious structures, the media and family re-
lations.36 Along with a plethora of legal obstacles, 
they prevent women from acquiring and using 
their capabilities to the fullest.

A basic principle of Islam is equality among 
men and women. However, highly conservative 
jurisprudential interpretations have accorded 
women lower status. Patriarchal family traditions 
have long undervalued the education of women 

rate in the world.29 Youth unemployment is hugely 
costly to the region’s societies and requires a major 
turnaround in policy thinking about jobs. The region 
needs to create more than 60 million new jobs in the 
next decade to absorb the large number of workforce 
entrants and stabilize youth unemployment.30 

Important Arab labour markets, such as textiles 
and agricultural processing, have been affected by 
declining exports to Europe and other markets. 
Jobs have also been hit by declines in FDI and 
tourism. Meanwhile, many European countries 
have reduced migration quotas or made obtain-
ing work permits more difficult, ultimately cut-
ting into skilled Arab migration and putting more 
pressure on young graduates. Arab countries need 
to look inwards—not abroad—to address youth 
unemployment. The outlines of a response would 
entail strengthening inter-Arab trade in goods and 
services, enhancing regional cooperation in policy, 
and looking into new economic growth models 
with proven complementarities on a regional scale 
to create decent and sustainable jobs.

Employment among youth is often precarious 
and informal. Owing to harsh labour market con-
ditions, many youth transitioning from school to 
work struggle to find a job in the formal sector, as 
the state has ceased being the employer of first 
or last resort. Many settle for insecure informal 
work at low wages and under poor conditions.31 
Between 2000 and 2005, for example, three 
fourths of new labour-market entrants in Egypt 
were employed in the informal sector; this com-
pares with one fifth in the early 1970s. Similarly, 
over 2001–2007, 69 percent of the new jobs in 
Syria were informal.32 Vulnerable jobs accounted 
for almost 30 percent of the region’s employment 
in 2011.33 The problem is even more acute among 
low-income youth, who are at a higher risk of set-
tling for informal or unpaid family work.34  

The Arab region is not alone in facing this scourge: 
Greece and Spain, hit by economic crises, saw youth 
unemployment rise to more than 50 percent in 
2013.35 Poverty and social exclusion affect all social 

Box 1.4  The struggle for women’s inclusion

“True, no Arab citizen, male or female, enjoys 
the full exercise of civil and political rights, 
but where men stumble, women fall, and the 
helping hand of society is fleeting and weak. 
Real gains secured in women’s education at all 

levels may ultimately prove a source of social 
frustration, so long as family structures con-
tinue to be rigid, jobs for women prove elusive, 
and social attitudes towards their personal and 
social advance remain restrictive.”

Source: UNDP 2012c.
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health personnel, against 83 percent in Maghreb 
and 99 percent in GCC countries.39 Within coun-
tries, the poorest women are at a huge disadvan-
tage: only 55 percent, 27 percent and 17 percent of 
births in the poorest households in Egypt, Sudan 
and Yemen are attended by skilled personnel, 
versus 97 percent, 88 percent and 74 percent in 
the richest households in those same countries. 
Similarly, early pregnancies measured by birth 
rates among women aged 15–19 remain high in 
the least developed countries and in Mashreq 
countries.40 All these problems lead to adverse 
maternal conditions that are the major cause of 
young female mortality and the third major cause 
among women of years lost to disability.41  

Family formation increasingly delayed

Marriage and family formation – key rites of pas-
sage to adulthood in conservative environments 
– are occurring later among young people. Almost 
half the men aged 25–29 in the region are still un-
married, up from 37 percent a generation ago and 
the highest proportion among developing regions. 
In Asia, only 23 percent of young men are unmar-
ried; in Latin America, 31 percent; and, in Africa, 
34 percent.42 In Lebanon, for instance, the average 
age at first marriage among women climbed from 
21 in 1970 to 32 in 2008.43  

These delays arise partly because unemploy-
ment is a poor condition for undertaking family re-
sponsibilities and partly because a Middle Eastern 
marriage can represent a large financial burden. 
The latter is a result of persistent cultural norms 
and traditions such as the dowry, which is normal-
ly costly and borne by the groom and his father.44 
Further contributing to the delay in marriage is 
the high price of home ownership: a modest house 
now costs the poorest worker the equivalent of 12 
years of wages (figure 1.4).45  

Substantial health challenges persist

Youth in Arab countries still suffer from health 
challenges, inadequate health care provision and 
poor access to health care facilities, even if the 
region is the world’s least affected by HIV/AIDS 
(which is, however, on the rise). Many are prone to 
risky behaviour, notably smoking, substance abuse 
and reckless driving, which raise the region’s mor-
bidity and mortality rates, especially in the least 
developed countries and rural areas generally.

Youth are also  becoming increasingly vulnerable 
to problems in mental and sexual health.

and kept women subordinated at home, while 
male-oriented marriage laws derived from those 
traditions have extended men’s power over women 
in marriage. Beyond the family, discrimination by 
employers against women is commonplace.

In most countries of the region, constitutions pro-
vide for equality among citizens and usually refer in 
this regard to characteristics such as race, religion, 
ethnicity and gender. The constitutions in most 
Arab countries recognize equality between men 
and women. Yet, few countries have laws directly 
banning discrimination. Under personal status laws 
and codes, men and women have unequal rights in 
marriage and unequal rights in divorce. In societies 
where women are still bound by patriarchal patterns 
of kinship, legalized discrimination, social subordi-
nation and ingrained male dominance, women are 
exposed to domestic and institutionalized violence. 
Indeed, in some Arab countries, the penalties for 
assaults against women, even lethal assaults, are 
reduced if it can be established that the perpetrator 
committed a ‘crime of honour’ and the penal code 
discriminates against women in cases of adultery 
(so-called honour killings).37  

By most assessments, gender equality and 
women’s empowerment are more restricted in 
Arab countries than in other regions. The region 
registered the world’s widest gap in the global 
gender gap index of 2012, which takes account 
of political empowerment and economic par-
ticipation and opportunity. Female labour force 
participation is slightly less than 24 percent, and, 
among young women, it is less than 18 percent, 
the lowest rate among all regions. The share of 
women in GDP in the Arab region is only about 
29 percent, against 50 percent in all developing 
countries. The poverty rate is 31.6 percent among 
women, but 19.0 percent among men. While the 
support for equality and women’s empowerment 
has grown, albeit slowly, legislative and institu-
tional structures still discriminate heavily against 
women, and the share of women in lower and 
upper houses of parliament in Arab countries is 
the smallest in the world, at a mere 16 percent.38   
The exclusion of women is reflected in the high 
gender gap in human development achievements 
(annex 2 figure A.6).

Young women in Arab countries are at a partic-
ular disadvantage in access to jobs and health ser-
vices. They face a high risk of reproductive health 
issues through a high prevalence of inequalities, 
early pregnancies, and other health risks. For in-
stance, in the region’s least developed countries, 
only 34 percent of births are attended by skilled 
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especially Islam, is a crucial element in the cultural 
and spiritual make-up of the Arab people.”50  

Arab countries have entered the modern world, 
assimilating much of its economy and culture, 
while maintaining the role of religion in the pub-
lic and private spheres. Religion is important in 
how states formulate their concept of governance 
and ensure continued legitimacy, and it is active in 
the public sphere as a key source of social capital 
and a strong stimulus for development outreach 
among the disadvantaged, among other issues.

The mantle of religion can be attractive to pol-
iticians. Political parties that use religious inter-
pretation to support their platforms and political 
agendas are common in the region. Such parties 
run the gamut of ideology from moderate to ex-
treme and tolerant to dogmatic, where the extent 
of religiosity, the manner in which religious texts 
are used and the type of ideology shape a party’s 
relationship with the state and other social and 
ethnic groups. Many are in conflict to some degree 
or other with the (secular) political order.

In this politico-religious spectrum, political Islam 
has become more popular in the shadow of oppres-
sion for three main reasons: its moral critique of the 
ruling system is attractive to many; mosques and 
the informal sector are difficult for states to control; 
and, historically, the regimes that now fear political 
Islam allowed it scope for expression initially in an 
effort to dampen revolutionary tendencies.

Mental illness and, specifically, neuropsychiatric 
conditions are believed to be leading causes of 
years lost to disability.46 Young men and women 
lack knowledge about sexual health; 87 percent in 
Algeria and Jordan, 93 percent in Syria, 97 percent 
in Iraq and 98 percent in Yemen are uninformed. 
Youth are also at greater risk of contracting 
HIV: around 66 percent of HIV cases in Egypt 
are among young single adults.47 Contraceptive 
prevalence was only 45 percent in 2005–2012, 
around two thirds of the world average of 63 
percent and only ahead of Africa’s 25 percent.48  

1.4.3
Religion, identity and the pros-
pects for human development

Religion plays a major role in the lives of citizens in 
Arab countries, including the young (table 1.2). It af-
fects people’s sense of identity and their ideological 
and intellectual orientations. It influences their values 
and shapes their attitudes towards society and the 
family. UNDP’s Human Development Report 2004: 
Cultural Liberty in Today’s Diverse World, stressed the 
“Profound importance of religion to people’s iden-
tities.”49 The 2005 AHDR went on to state, “No 
political power can ignore the fact that religion, and 

Source: Chaaban 2013.

Figure 1.4  Ratios of house price to income, 2011
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Islam. The first is ‘conflict with’. This involves a deep 
struggle between secular interests and political 
Islam fuelled by different views about the state, 
legislation, constitutions, civil rights, laws, culture 
and education.51 The second is ‘conflict within’. Here, 
smaller groups across the ideological spectrum 
compete with one another for political influence 
under the umbrella of political Islam.52 The greatest 
challenge encountered by Islamist organizations and 
their political affiliates has not been how to act in 
opposition to regimes, but rather how to exercise 
power. Although strong in grassroots organization, 
they have been unable to convert this credential 
into a long-term vision, sound policy planning, or 
coherent development programmes.53  

1.4.4
The challenge of violent radical-
ization

Radicalization is a process by which an individual or 
group comes to adopt increasingly extreme political, 

The uprisings of 2011 prompted the collapse of 
several Arab regimes, creating a political void with-
out a clear political alternative, which invited many 
Islamist parties to step in. Several quickly became 
politically active, aided by their strong internal or-
ganization and networks. Some common features 
can be gleaned: Islamists did not beget the revolu-
tions, but they fought and won elections through 
strong organization and inspiring campaigns.

The rise of Islamist political movements has 
sparked a sharp, sometimes contentious and, more 
recently, divisive debate over core societal issues: 
relations between religion and politics, whether Is-
lamist movements are capable of governing effec-
tively, the nexus between religious and civil forces, 
and the prospects (or desirability) of establishing a 
religious state. This debate is becoming polarized, 
as extremist groups move in, adopting exclusionary 
positions against the other side, which encom-
passes all who disagree with them. These extreme 
ideologues maintain the recourse to armed conflict 
as a simmering option. In situations perceived to 
threaten Islamic identity, they may seek to shatter 
and fragment Arab societies even more.

Two types of conflict have emerged around political 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Algeria ... ... ... ... 94 93 92 ... ... ...

Bahrain ... ... ... 96 96 94 ... ... ... ...

Comoros ... ... ... 96 99 99 97 ... ... ...

Djibouti ... ... 98 98 97 91 ... ... ... ...

Egypt 98 98 100 98 97 98 98 97 98 ...

Iraq ... ... 81 86 85 79 84 87 90 ...

Jordan 92 96 ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...

Kuwait 84 ... ... 93 97 ... ... ... ... ...

Lebanon 88 88 86 89 87 84 85 80 84 ...

Mauritania ... 95 97 98 99 99 99 98 92 99

Morocco ... ... ... ... 93 94 99 96 ... ...

Palestine 88 90 89 93 95 94 95 93 98 ...

Qatar ... ... 92 95 ... 98 ... ... ... ...

Saudi Arabia 98 98 96 94 ... ... ... ... ... ...

Somalia ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... 95 ...

Sudan ... ... ... 95 97 92 95 ... ... ...

Syria ... ... 84 88 83 78 82 75 ... ...

Tunisia ... ... ... 95 93 93 96 89 88 91

UAE 98 ... ... 91 95 ... ... ... ... ...

Yemen 96 ... ... 96 96 98 98 100 99 ...

Source: Gallup 2015.
Note: “…” not available

Table 1.2  Religion is an important part of your daily life (% responding ‘yes’)
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marginalization and alienation from institutions and 
the transitions that are necessary to begin adult life 
in a fulfilling manner.

A second factor is rapid change. Urbanization, 
globalization and technological development are in-
ducing major changes across societies and creating 
major cleavages between the past and the present, 
across generations and between governments and 
peoples. These changes are inducing severe stress-
es across societies that require major adaptations. If 
institutions are brittle and unresponsive, the result 
can be viewed in a significant and widespread sense 
of dislocation and disorientation.57  

A third factor is ideology. As the region has strug-
gled to find its way in a changing world, many ideo-
logues have sought to propose new visions that, 
however unviable they are, are persuasive among 
people who are dissatisfied with the status quo. In 
the Arab region for decades, it has been common 
practice across many parts of society to suggest 
that Arab societies are somehow better, stronger, 
more vibrant, more just and more proud of their 
past. At the same time, the ‘us versus them’ ideal 
has been promoted in an effort to create a distance 
between the people of the Arab region and the rest 
of humanity. Similarly, ideologues have sought 
to entice potential recruits to violent radicalism 
through new visions of imagined futures based 
on imagined pasts, often using religious networks 
and ideals as sources of recruits and platforms for 
spreading ideology.58  

A fourth factor is organizational. As extremist net-
works have grown and become more well funded, 
they have increased their capability to attract and 
retain recruits. Online recruitment has proven espe-
cially effective as have the efforts of well-financed 
recruiters to recruit in the field.59  

In this context, violent radicalization has expand-
ed. The overwhelming majority of young people in 
the Arab region have no desire to become radical or 
to participate in extremist or violent groups or activ-
ities. The overwhelming majority also see religion as 
distinct from ideology and do not wish for the latter 
to encroach on the former. The overwhelming ma-
jority likewise reject violence and regard extremist 
groups as terrorists. However, the minority that ac-
cepts violence and is open to participating in violent 
groups that claim to struggle for change continue to 
be active (figure 1.6). And, because of the increasing 
convergence of the pathways through which the 
dissatisfied can become radicalized and the radical-
ized can become violent, violent radicalization and 
violent extremism grow and are accelerating the 
tremendous damage they wreak on Arab society.

social, or religious ideas or aspirations that reject 
or undermine the status quo or prevailing ideas, 
expressions, or institutions. Radicalization can be 
violent or nonviolent, although the most urgent sort 
of radicalization is that which leads to or is associat-
ed with violent extremism.54  

Radicalization is not new, and it is not isolated 
to any particular region or culture of the world. 
Scholars generally agree that radicalization has 
been present across the entire span of human his-
tory and surfaced among individuals and groups of 
every stripe and been affiliated with the full range of 
humanity’s faiths, ideologies and lifestyles.55  

It is true that violent radicalization has become 
a particular concern – indeed, a defining feature – 
across the Arab region, particularly among youth, 
the subject and focus of this report. It has revealed 
itself in terrible ways and caused grave damage to 
societies across the region and around the world. 
Despite its importance, however, there is little 
scholarship on the issue and much discussion on 
the subject is clouded by divergent perspectives.

While radicalization can be an amorphous con-
cept, and definitions and perspectives can justifiably 
differ, one ought to trace the basic contours of the 
process in the region as a starting point for crafting 
strategies to address it and mitigate against it.

A basic starting point is the recognition that there 
are multiple pathways that can constitute the pro-
cess of radicalization in the region.56 These path-
ways can be independent one from another, but are 
often mutually reinforcing. This radicalization that 
is driven by several mutually dependent pathways 
appears to be the most ingrained and, when asso-
ciated with violent extremism, the most lethal and 
damaging to society (box 1.5).

In a general sense, violent radicalization among 
youth can be rendered more likely by specific de-
mographic factors. The Arab region today is more 
populous and has a younger median age than ever 
before, meaning simply that there is a larger stock 
of young people to be recruited. However, demog-
raphy is not destiny, and several other factors are 
shaping the outlook of young people across the re-
gion and the apparent growth of violent radicalism 
and extremist movements.

One key factor is an overall sense of exclusion 
and lack of opportunity that pervades much of 
the region. As this Report documents, young peo-
ple across the Arab world are facing tremendous 
obstacles in their personal development across 
the broadest range of institutions, from cultural to 
social to economic to political (figure 1.5). Too often, 
the lives of young people are marked by frustration, 
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no change, but terrible carnage. In Syria, initially 
peaceful protests against the government turned 
into one of the region’s ugliest conflicts in modern 
Arab history.

The Israeli occupation of Palestine is one of the 
longest lasting territorial occupations in modern his-
tory. It is also one of the most prolonged denials of 
self-determination to a people that has formulated 
its own nationhood against all odds. The freedom to 
live in dignity is palpably absent. Several decades of 
occupation have exposed people in Palestine to deep 
insecurity, loss of opportunities, desperation and 
profound political frustration. Under occupation, 

1.4.5
Human development in reverse: 
the toll of spreading conflict

For well over a decade, the Arab region has been 
witnessing interstate wars, civil wars and terrorist 
attacks. Between 2000–2003 and 2010–2015, 
the number of armed conflicts and violent crises 
have risen from 4 to 11 (table 1.3; figure 1.7; annex 
2 figures A.1 and A.2). The uprisings and wars have 
led to regime change in some countries, often 
after much bloodshed. In others, there has been 

Box 1.5  Youth: The need to belong

Let us for a moment put ourselves in the place of 
a young man of 19 who has just entered a univer-
sity in the Arab world. In the past he might have 
been attracted by an organization with Marxist 
tendencies that would have been sympathetic 
to his existential difficulties and initiated him, 
in its own way, into the debate about ideas. Or 
else he might have joined some nationalist group 
that would have flattered his need for identity 
and perhaps spoken to him of renaissance and 
modernization. But now Marxism has lost its 
attraction and Arab nationalism, annexed by re-
gimes that are authoritarian, incompetent and 
corrupt, has lost much of its credibility. So it is not 
impossible that the young man we are thinking of 
will be fascinated by the West, by its way of life 
and its scientific and technological achievements. 
But that fascination would probably have little 
impact on his actions, since there is no political 
organization of any consequence that embodies 
the model he admires. Those who aspire to the 
“Western Paradise” often have no alternative but 
emigration. Unless they belong to the privileged 
“castes” who do their best to reproduce aspects 
of the coveted model in their own homes. But 
all those who are not born with a limousine at 
their disposal, all those who want to shake up the 
established order or are revolted by corruption, 
state despotism, inequality, unemployment and 
lack of opportunity, all who have difficulty finding 
a place in a fast-changing world – all these are 
tempted by Islamism. In it they find satisfac-
tion for their need for identity, for affiliation to a 
group, for spirituality, for a simple interpretation 
of too-complex realities and for action and revolt.

I can’t help feeling deeply uneasy as I point 
out the circumstances that lead young people 
in the Muslim world to enroll in religious move-
ments. This is because, in the conflict between 
the Islamists and the rulers who oppose them, 
I find myself unable to identify with either side. 
I am unmoved by the utterances of radical Is-
lamists not only because as a Christian I feel 
excluded, but also because I cannot accept that 
any religious faction, even if it is in the majority, 
has the right to lay down the law for the pop-
ulation as a whole. In my view the tyranny of a 
majority is no better morally than the tyranny 
of a minority. Moreover, I believe profoundly 
not just in equality, between men and women 
alike, but also in liberty in matters of faith and 
in the freedom of every individual to live as he 
chooses, and I distrust any doctrine that tries to 
challenge such fundamental values.

That said, I must add that I disapprove just as 
strongly of the despotic powers against which 
the Islamists are fighting, and I decline to ap-
plaud the outrages such regimes perpetrate on 
the pretext that they constitute a lesser evil. The 
people themselves deserve something better 
than a lesser evil or any sort of makeshift. What 
they need are genuine solutions, which can only 
be those of genuine democracy and modernity 
– by which I mean a complete modernity freely 
granted, not an eviscerated one imposed by 
force. And it seems to me that by taking a fresh 
look at the idea of identity we might help find a 
way that leads out of the present impasse and 
towards human liberty.

Amin Maalouf, In The Name of Identity: Violence and the Need to Belong (Arcade Publishing, New York, 2011), pp. 90–91.
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According to the Arab Opinion Index issued by the 
Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, 84 
percent of Arabs believe the Palestinian cause is not 
solely a Palestinian issue, but also an Arab cause, 
and 84 percent oppose diplomatic recognition of 

generations of Palestinians have lived suspended 
in a state of frozen transition to sovereignty and 
self-determination and denied progress and their 
most basic human rights. The question of Palestine 
occupies a central stage in Arab public opinion. 

Source: Gallup 2013.

Source: Doha institute 2015.

Figure 1.5  Perceptions of youth (15–29 years), economy and security (% of those who believe it will 
worsen), selected Arab countries, 2012

Figure 1.6  Positive / negative view of Da’esh 
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If faced with real military threats, Arab coun-
tries, including those with large defence bud-
gets, almost invariably call on foreign troops 
for protection and pay the major share of the 
cost. This was the case, for example, of the sec-
ond Gulf War (1990–1991). “Such dependence 
mocks the vast sums invested in Arab arsenals”, 
a recent ESCWA report dryly observes.61 Ris-
ing military expenses curtail spending in more 
effective areas such as education, health care, 
poverty reduction or infrastructure. They are 
also linked to the mounting cost of maintaining 
armed forces, which makes these expenditures 
even more exorbitant.

Conflict and destruction trigger massive dis-
placement. In 2014, almost 41 percent of the 
world’s forcibly displaced population were rep-
resented by the Arab region, which has only 5 
percent of the world’s population (annex 2 figure 
A.3). The share – more than 22 million people 
–was almost five times higher in 2014 than 14 
years earlier. This increase was first driven by 
the aftermath of the U.S. invasion of Iraq and 
the civil war in Darfur around 2003 and then 
by the Syrian crisis in 2011.62 Some 98 percent 
of forcibly displaced individuals from the region 
originate from the conflict-ridden countries of 
Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine, Somalia, Sudan, Syria 
and Yemen. A sizeable share of these vulnerable 
groups are children.63  

Besides displacing hundreds of thousands 
of refugees outside their borders, some Arab 
countries are also heavily burdened internally 
by war-related displacement. One person in five 
in Lebanon is a refugee, and one in three in Syria 
is either a refugee (most from Iraq) or has been 

Israel by their countries. Only 21 percent expressed 
support for peace agreements signed with Israel by 
Egypt, Jordan and Palestine. The Israeli occupation 
has had an impact on the whole region, particularly 
neighbouring countries that host more than five 
million refugees.60  

Armed conflict is destroying the social fabric of 
the Arab region, causing massive loss of life not 
only among combatants, but also and increasingly 
among civilians. Conflicts today are considerably 
less well defined, and civilians, including children, 
are paying the price, as many more fatalities 
occur away from battle zones. For every person 
killed directly by armed violence, between 3 and 
15 others die indirectly from diseases, medical 
complications and malnutrition (see chapter 
6). Conflicts also interfere with economic de-
velopment by destroying productive economic 
resources, capital and labour, especially within 
the territory of the nations where they are fought.

Conflicts divert resources primarily through high 
military spending, which reflects the multiple con-
flicts in the region, the legacy of cold war rivalries 
and the nervousness of political systems on the 
defensive. Several Arab countries are among the 
most militarized in the world and are characterized 
by huge military outlays and high proportions of the 
population under arms (table 1.4). However, while 
arms-producing countries may reap economic divi-
dends from the arms trade, this spending represents 
only missed opportunities to invest in broader eco-
nomic and social progress among Arab countries. 
The five biggest global importers of arms during 
2009–2013 were India, China, Pakistan, the United 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, the latter two Arab 
countries importing 32 percent of the global total.

2000–2003 2010–2015

Iraq Bahrain

Palestine Egypt

Somalia Iraq

Sudan Lebanon

Libya

Mauritania

Palestine

Somalia

Sudan

Syria

Yemen

Source: The Report team.

Table 1.3  Arab countries affected by political violence or conflict, 2000–2003 and 2010–2015
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rates of the 1960s and 1970s resulted in a large 
demographic wave that has been moving through 
the population. Although the growth rates sub-
sequently declined, the demographic wave they 
created is now passing through the young adult 
years, swelling into a youth ‘bulge’ experienced to 
varying degrees across the region.

Never before has the region had such a high 
share of young people, and although age distri-
bution is only one demographic variable in the 
complexities of social and political life, the large 
presence of youth in Arab countries is a crucial re-
ality conditioning the region’s political, economic, 
social and cultural development.

Historically and in periods of rapid demographic 
growth, it is the young people who become 
conspicuous in public life.65 For the past five 
years, more and more young people in the 
region have been raising their voices against 
those responsible for their economic, social and 
political exclusion. This was made evident by 
the youth-led uprisings that brought to the fore 
the urgent need for change in the Arab region. 
Youth have emerged as a catalyzing force for 
change in societies. In several countries, their 
movements and protests have put pressure on 
traditional power structures.

What is certain is that these developments have 
amplified the voices of youth and put young peo-
ple at the center of debate. A region experiencing 

internally displaced. Somalia’s ratio of internally 
displaced persons exceeded 10 percent of the 
population in 2014. Syrians are the single largest 
group of internally displaced persons, with 6.5 
million displaced in the country in 2013.64  

1.5
Youth in the 
Arab region 
as possible 
agents of 
change
Arab population growth rates in the past 50 years 
were among the highest in the world, the result 
of a combination of high fertility and declining 
infant mortality. The high population growth 

Source: START 2015.

Figure 1.7  Terrorist attacks and their victims in the Arab region versus the rest of the world, 2000–2014
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The opening is available to ensure that youth in Arab 
countries enter a dynamic, healthy and economically 
active workforce, with lower dependency ratios (that 
diminish the economic burden imposed by non-work-
ing segments of society) and the capacity to generate 
income, savings and investment. This opening is a real 
– but finite – demographic window of opportunity. 
In most Arab countries, the window will remain open 
for, at best, the next two or three decades: a blink of 
an eye in the history of the Arab world.66  

Seven years before the uprisings, the AHDRs 
foresaw that “…If the developmental inability ac-
companied by a repressive situation on the internal 
scene and desecration on the foreign scene today 
continues, intensified societal conflict in the Arab 
countries is likely to follow. In the absence of peace-
ful and effective mechanisms to address injustice 
that the current Arab reality is bringing about, the 
possibilities of internal strife in the Arab countries 
increase; and this is the worst fate the current era 
in modern Arab history could result in”.

This report offers a comprehensive and detailed 
analysis of the most pressing challenges facing 
youth in the Arab region in terms of the human 
development process. It uses the pillars of human 
development as a gateway to go much beyond 
the three dimensions of the HDI. It analyses civic 
participation among young people; the effects of 
war and conflict on youth, mobility and migration; 
and the inclusion and empowerment of young 
women. To build a more reflective understanding 
of the different layers that affect youth and human 
development in Arab countries, it bases the analysis 
on a wealth of data and surveys. The perspectives 
of youth have also played a central role in shaping 
this report, as a series of regional consultations 
were held to examine key development challenges 
youth face in their respective countries.

this type of demographic change must offer the 
new generation a platform to express concerns 
and debate views – about the future, society, the 
economy and the region.

This chapter provides a broad spectrum of the 
factors affecting youth in Arab countries, either 
directly or indirectly, yet negatively impacting 
their environment and development into adult-
hood. Some of these factors are crucial indicators 
of the state of human development, such as 
access to decent and satisfying employment, 
educational attainment, and access to profes-
sional health care, for both men and women. 
Other factors defining the reality of youth in the 
Arab countries relate to social interactions that 
characterize the Arab region today, particularly 
conflict and migration.

After the uprisings of 2011, it became increas-
ingly evident that the younger generations in 
Arab countries reject the meagre choices offered 
by sterile political, economic and social arenas. 
These young individuals have on their shoulders 
the burden to navigate for their own survival, but 
also, by their doings, they are charting the future 
for their generation as well as the coming ones.

Empowering youth in Arab countries is not a 
call, in this context, for providing support to the 
young generation. It is a call for empowerment 
to rebuild Arab societies and head for a better 
future. The 2011 ‘dam breaking’ has revealed 
the existence of three interrelated crises: of 
the state, of economic models, and of politics. 
While the focus on the ground is on the last, 
progress over the next 10 years will depend on 
moves along all three dimensions. The solutions 
for each crisis are well known; the problem is 
more with the process and sequence, and the 
role of the youth in affecting change (box 1.6).

Military spending 2014 
(million USD)

Military spending 2014
(% GDP)

Growth since 2004
(%)

Qatar a 1,913 1.5 64

Bahrain 1,319 4.2 112

Iraq 8,381 4.2 344

UAE 21,877 5.1 114

Algeria 11,295 5.4 215

Saudi Arabia 73,717 10.4 156

Oman 8,985 11.6 117

Source: SIPRI 2015.
Note: GDP = gross domestic product. a. Latest available, 2010.

Table 1.4  Military spending, selected Arab countries, 2014, in constant 2011 prices
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re-invent an effective and inclusive state, and how 
to devise rules that can aggregate preferences 
that respect citizens and their legitimate differenc-
es. The debate should also include questions about 
how to end women’s struggles against injustice. 
Equality of opportunity allows women to make 
the choices that are best for them, their families 
and their communities. However, the opportuni-
ties for women are not equal where legal gender 
differences are prevalent.67  

This Report will serve its purpose if it helps 
stimulate such a debate, frame the terms of the 
discussion and encourage youth in Arab countries  
to participate with the general public in answer-
ing questions directly touching their lives. The 
goal must be to empower youth to determine the 
nature of the society of tomorrow in which they 
will live as adults.

The youth themselves must be significant actors 
in the process of change that is being described or 
measured. Youth empowerment emphasizes the 
importance of participation and social inclusion. 
This can be achieved provided society is instilled 
with principles and rules of citizenship that re-
spect all groups and their legitimate differences. 
The more youth are granted equitable access to 
education, matched with proper standards of ed-
ucational attainment and achievement, hold satis-
fying employment and are in control of their lives, 
the more well equipped they will be to ‘reclaim’ 
reason, assert themselves as powerful agents of 
change, and own the necessary debates around 
tomorrow’s society.

These debates should address questions about 
how to achieve peace and preserve it, create an 
attractive and moral economic system, how to 

Box 1.6  Ban Ki-Moon: Youth and peace building

The role of youth lies at the heart of international 
peace and security. We have to encourage 
young people to take up the causes of peace, 
diversity and mutual respect.

Youth represent promise – not peril. While 
some young people do commit heinous acts of 
violence, the overwhelming majority yearn for 
peace, especially in conflict situations. Many of 
those who commit violence are victimized by 
depraved adults who abuse youthful innocence. 
Over and over we see young people bearing the 
brunt of violent extremism. Violent extremists 
deliberately target youth for exercising their 
human rights.

I am impressed by young people who survive 
war and champion peace. I met a Syrian girl in a 
refugee camp who dreams of becoming a doc-
tor so she can help others. Young people drive 
change but they are not in the driver’s seat. I 
agree – and I call for giving them the “licence” to 
steer our future. They have idealism, creativity 
and unprecedented powers to network. They 
often understand the complexities of war and 
the requirements for peace.

There are countless youth groups that want to 
wage peace, not war. They want to fight injustice, 

not people. I applaud these heroes – and especial-
ly the heroines. Gender equality is fundamental 
to combating violent extremism.

Youth suffer on the frontlines of war – but they 
are rarely in the backrooms where peace talks 
are held.

I call for giving young people a seat at the ne-
gotiating table. They pay a price for the fighting 
– and they deserve to help structure the healing. 
This is essential to lasting stability. Youth organi-
zations can help in peacebuilding – if we scale up 
their activities and invest in their ideas.

Education is critical. I call for deploying “weap-
ons of mass instruction” to foster a culture of 
peace – “weapons of mass instruction” instead 
of “destruction”. This is more than a clever slogan 
– it is an effective strategy. Youth peace groups, 
especially in conflict-torn areas, deserve our un-
stinting support. Young people are inheriting the 
world. With more resources, they can be a force 
for peace, reconciliation and democratic gover-
nance. The United Nations is working to listen to 
youth and respond to their concerns. Let us see 
young people as the solution to our most vexing 
problems. They yearn for a more just and peaceful 
world – and with our help, they can create it.

Note: UN Secretary-General’s Statement at the Security Council debate on the role of youth in countering violent extremism 
and promoting peace, April 2015.
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Chapter 2 Values, 
identities 
and civic 
participation
Five key cross-cutting find-
ings emerge from the analysis 
of attitudes and values among 
youth in Arab countries on the 
individual, the family, the polity 
and society. youth experience 
less satisfaction and are able to 
exercise less control over their 
future than otherwise similar 
youth elsewhere in the world. 
This difference exists despite 
the Arab region’s shift towards 
more socially open values in re-
cent years, including growing 
support for gender equality and 
greater civic involvement. How-
ever, the region’s youth remain 

conservative in many dimen-
sions compared with youth in 
countries at similar levels of de-
velopment, especially on gender 
equality, the separation of reli-
gion and the state, social and re-
ligious tolerance, and obedience. 
Opinions have changed mark-
edly in two directions since the 
uprisings of 2011: one liberating 
and one conservative. There are 
large variations, but the region 
shows many commonalities, as 
demonstrated most dramatical-
ly by the rapid spread of fresh 
political ideas emanating from 
the uprisings. 
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tion, the development of market economies and, more 
recently, the emergence of mass communication has 
led to the creation of a more vibrant cultural space open 
to the influence of global ideas. 

Five key cross-cutting findings emerge from the 
analysis of global opinion polls. First, youth in Arab 
countries experience less satisfaction with their 
lives and feel that they exercise less control over 
their future than otherwise similar youth elsewhere 
in the world. They also experience less satisfaction 
than their elders, which contrasts with youth in the 
rest of the world, where the young tend to be more 
satisfied with their lives and more hopeful about the 
future than their parents.

Second, the region has moved towards more 
socially open values in recent years; especially, the 
support for gender equality has increased, and civic 
involvement has expanded. These values are positively 
correlated with the value of self-expression (which has 
been widely embraced among the youth of the region 
in the last decade) and negatively correlated with 
respect for authority (which has been diminishing).

Third, in spite of this progress, youth in the region 
remain conservative in many dimensions compared 
with youth in countries at similar levels of develop-
ment, particularly on gender equality, the separation 
of religion and state, social and religious tolerance, and 
obedience. The empowering effects of education are 
less strong than elsewhere, reflecting its conservative 
content. On several core values, self-expression and 
agency do not translate into gains in freedom that 
match the experience in the rest of the world. 

Fourth, there are important regional and global 
commonalities despite the large variations across the 
countries of the region. Although country dynamics 
are more important than socioeconomic factors in 
shaping most of the values studied, many of these 
dynamics are correlated with regional effects, which 
also suggests many commonalities, as demonstrated 
most dramatically by the quick regional spread of the 
ideas of the uprisings in 2011. The late 20th century 
produced an unexpected convergence in the region 
that was driven by physical movements of people, 
the expansion of media and the consolidation of a 
region-wide cultural zone. Several social, economic 
and political phenomena occurred everywhere, such 
as a decline in fertility, high youth unemployment, a 
rise in cronyism and corruption, and a rise in piety 
and patriarchal values.3 In parallel, however, there 
has been a convergence of the region’s cultural space 
with global culture.4 

Fifth, opinions are affected by the political process, 
and they have changed markedly since the uprisings; 
One is liberating and is especially marked in greater 

2.1
The mindset 
of youth in 
the Arab
region
Young people form a large part of the population, differ 
from their elders and have been driving change in social 
values in the region. They differ from their elders because 
they adjust more readily to changes in global and local 
circumstances than older people.1 Youth in the region are 
more frustrated in their daily lives. They spearheaded the 
2011 uprisings because they experience less satisfaction 
and are more worried about economic issues than their 
elders and because they have become more liberated 
than their elders in their views about society and about 
authority.

The analysis of youth values, based on global opinion 
polls, focuses on four areas: the individual, the family, 
the polity and society. At the individual level, it focuses 
on changes in core values such as self-expression, 
respect for authority and piety. These changes are 
affecting the attachment of the individual to family 
values and support for patriarchy. Self-awareness 
and attachment to the family shape people’s political 
attitudes, including their propensity to engage in civic 
action and to show a preference for democracy over 
autocratic government. Identification with the na-
tion-state, together with the development of values 
of tolerance, allows individuals to engage peacefully 
in political action.

Despite the rise of radical Islamist groups, it appears 
that the opinions of the Arab public, especially youth, are 
diverse and dynamic. The ideological foundations and 
social drivers of the Arab uprisings of 2011 represent a 
departure from the ideologies of the past and may be 
ushering in a new cultural epoch in the region. The 2011 
uprisings were not primarily shaped by past ideologies 
such as pan-Arab nationalism, Arab socialism, or Isla-
mist fundamentalism. Rather, they were nurtured by 
values that have grown more organically within society. 
These values are potent and multifaceted and cannot 
be assimilated within any single major political theory.2 
The socioeconomic transformation driven by the rise of 
education, a demographic revolution, rapid urbaniza-
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controlled by conservative interests became a vehicle 
for frivolous short-term goals. Education was tightly 
controlled to promote conservative values and neutral-
ize any potentially corrosive effect on the strict social 
order. Patriarchy was strengthened in many countries 
through family law statutes that rolled back the gains 
of more progressive periods.5  These institutions cre-
ated deep scars and rifts in society because of more 
conservative values, less gender equality and less 
social tolerance, which in some case took the form of 
religious intolerance.

However, change has been rapid over the past de-
cade, especially among youth. The change has been 
driven by two major developments: the high levels 
of dissatisfaction among youth and a growing sense 
among youth that they are losing control over their 
lives, and rapidly expanding links to global knowledge 
and information networks. The efforts of autocratic 
regimes to check the forces of change were unable to 
stop the tide of new attitudes brought about by rising 
incomes and education, shifting demographics and in-
creasing urbanization, which (as in the rest of the world) 
principally affect youth and the more well-educated. 
In the convergence of frustrated aspirations, greater 
opportunity for self-expression and reduced respect 
for authority lies the championing role of youth in the 
popular protests that culminated in the 2011 uprisings.

Satisfaction and control over life

Youth in the Arab region say that they feel ex-
tremely low levels of satisfaction with the lack of 
control they are able to exercise over their lives. An 
index has been developed based on two questions 
in the World Values Survey (WVS) relating to life 
satisfaction: (1) how satisfied are people with their 
lives and (2) how satisfied are people with the 
degree of free choice and control they have over 
their lives (figure 2.1). The life satisfaction index for 
the region is well below the index in countries else-
where at similar levels of development. The gap in 
the index between the region and other parts of 
the world is about 15 percent (table 2.1), and there 
was no apparent progress between the WVS wave 
5 (2005–2009) and wave 6 (2010–2014). These 
data reflect the extreme suffering and hardship 
experienced in countries such as Iraq (20 percent 
below other countries at similar levels of income), 
the low levels of life satisfaction experienced in 
countries in transition (-8 to -10 percent in Morocco 
and Egypt), and the still high, but more moderate levels 
of dissatisfaction in Algeria, Palestine, Tunisia and Yemen 
(about -4 percent relative to other countries at the same 
levels of income).

gender equality and waning obedience to authority; 
and one is reactionary to deal with the fear of chaos 
and of rapid change, such as a decline in the support 
for democracy and an increase in the support for strong 
rule. Values have become more divided along class lines. 
The modernist tendencies among more well-educated 
and richer people were neutralized, and the grievances 
among the poor mounted, suggesting that conflicts 
over income distribution could grow larger in the future, 
including among youth. Soon after the 2011 uprisings, 
political Islam ruled for a short time, primarily in Egypt, 
but that rule led to a fall in the support for political Islam 
among populations and to a society more polarized over 
the role of religion and over the correlated values of 
gender equality and social tolerance. This polarization 
around identity issues has diverted attention from 
political, social and economic challenges.

2.2
The young 
individual — 
dissatisfied 
but more 
self-
expressive
Over the past four decades, many Arab governments 
have implemented numerous policies and established 
many institutions to foster quietism and obedience 
among populations. Autocrats, patriarchs, mosques, 
schools, the media and the mukhabarat (intelligence 
agencies) became instruments for the suppression of 
disagreement and independent expression of opinion 
and, together, managed to deliver over 30 years of  
political stability despite limited economic growth 
except in the GCC, often unpopular foreign policies, 
rising corruption and repression of civic and human 
rights. Popular culture was emptied of its social con-
tent by zealous censors, and a growing regional media 
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Note: These graphs represent the percentage of particular populations (age or education groups in particular 
countries) whose rating on a particular question (typically on a 10-point scale range) is above the average rating 
of the comparator global middle-income-country group. 
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle income countries excluding Arab middle income countries
Higher values indicate better life satisfaction.

Figure 2.1  Life satisfaction by age group and level of education (6th wave, 2010–2014)
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Self-expressive or individualistic agency typically rises 
in parallel with higher educational attainment, urbaniza-
tion, and access to knowledge and information, which 
widens people’s intellectual resources, leading them to 
become cognitively more autonomous.10 Self-expression 
tends to be associated with positive forces for social 
change, particularly demands for greater political equal-
ity and gender equality.11 Self-expression is positively 
correlated with civic action, gender equality, and social 
and religious tolerance across all countries and across 
individuals in Arab countries (table 2.2). 

Values of self-expression are embraced more fre-
quently in the Arab world among youth and the more 
well-educated (figure 2.2), although neither factor 
translates into self-expression at the level common in 
the rest of the world (table 2.1). In many countries in 
the region, patriarchy remains dominant and constrains 
behaviour and self-expression among individuals.12 De-
spite the youth becoming more self-expressive, 
values connected to self-expression are weaker 
in the region relative to the rest of the world by 
about 11 percent. Generally, countries with high-
er incomes and more democratic countries tend 
to exhibit more self-expression (table 2.1). This is 
also true of countries with higher levels of media 
penetration and countries relying less on oil in-
come. There are wide variations across countries. 
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia lead, and Egypt, Iraq, 
Palestine and Yemen trail (figure 2.2).

Starting from a low base, values connected 
with self-expression are however quickly be-
coming more prevalent in the region, echoing 
global changes. The explosive rise in the desire for 
self-expression among youth is related to secular 
gains in education, urbanization and incomes 
over several decades. A more proximate reason 
is demographic. The current youth generation 
in the Arab world is not only the largest youth 
cohort historically, but also one with exception-
ally low levels of family responsibility, creating 
more space for individualism to flourish. This is 
because, while youth tend to live in households 
with many siblings and, thus, share responsibility 
in supporting parents in old age, they are tending 
to delay marriage and have fewer children.13 In the 
WVS data, values of self-expression are spreading 
rapidly among all age-groups; this was especially 
so during the lead-up to the 2011 uprisings. The 
more recent period, however, has seen slight 
declines in Egypt and Morocco that appear to 
be related to the chaotic social situation after 
the uprisings that may have acted as a barrier 
to self-expression because of greater concerns 
about livelihood and personal security.

In most Arab countries, youth experience less 
satisfaction than older people in their countries, 
unlike the more usual negative correlation between 
age and life satisfaction that is experienced else-
where. Improved education and rising incomes do, 
however, lead to higher levels of satisfaction and a 
greater sense of control, as in the rest of the world, 
and in more marked ways. 

The low levels of life satisfaction among youth in 
Arab countries can be tied to high unemployment and 
economic factors. Substantial regional unemployment 
has generated insecurity about the future, as seen in the 
WVS data on responses about the level of concern over 
financial issues such as the difficulty of finding a job, 
losing a job, or the inability to offer a good education 
to children in the household. While the average level of 
concern about economic issues is similar in the region 
and the rest of the world, the level tends to be higher 
among youth, a pattern that contrasts with patterns 
observed elsewhere.

Dissatisfaction affects social values negatively. 
Low levels of life satisfaction are associated with 
more support for patriarchy, less social and religious 
tolerance, and a lower propensity for civic action 
(table 2.2). It also reduces the scope for self-ex-
pression, including civic participation, and tends 
to promote larger grievances.6 This means that 
the observed increase in civic action was largely 
associated with greater need for self-expression 
and occurred despite an increase in dissatisfaction. 
Similarly, dissatisfaction reinforces patriarchal val-
ues, reflecting the role of the family as the ultimate 
refuge in a dysfunctional society and an ineffective 
state.7 Finally, dissatisfaction is associated with 
greater social and religious intolerance, because  it 
fosters reactionary attitudes towards people who 
are different.8 

Self-expression

Youth in the Arab region are also more self-expres-
sive than their elders. Self-expression is defined 
as the ability of individuals to make autonomous 
decisions and to innovate as needed without undue 
social constraints. The notion of self-expression is 
closely tied to the concepts involved in Amartya 
Sen’s capabilities approach.9 Several questions in 
the WVS address opinions on related values. An 
index was constructed based on three questions: 
two on the extent to which parents encourage 
imagination and self-expression among children 
and one on how respondents view their own cre-
ativity and critical thinking (see the statistical 
annex for the terms).
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increasingly connected to the world. Although ac-
cess to information and communication technology 
in the region is lagging behind the world average in 
several fields, there has been significant progress. 

Electronic connectivity

Through their access to information and commu-
nication technology, youth in Arab countries are 

Correlation between countries, global sample (%) Correlation for individuals, Arab sample (%)

Gender 
equality

Civic 
action

Social 
tolerance

Religious 
tolerance

Gender 
equality

Civic 
action

Social 
tolerance

Religious 
tolerance

Self-expression 27 35 30 10 13 9 7 8

Life satisfaction 49 21 42 22 12 6 4 3

Piety -54 -26 4 -48 -10 -8 -5 -13

Authority -29 -50 -18 -12 -10 -10 0 -7

Democracy 72 50 60 50 10 -2 2 7

Political Islam -67 -50 -52 10 -8 7 -7 -12

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Variables defined in the annex using data from WVS; see Akin and Diwan (2014) for details. The data cover 10 Arab countries 
in 2013 and 76 middle-income countries and include responses by about 80,000 people in Arab countries and 140,000 people 
in middle-income countries. Correlation coefficients are calculated for country averages in the first four columns and among 
individual Arabs in the four last columns. Correlation coefficients are shown in percentage points.

Table 2.2  Correlation coefficient, support for gender equality, civic action, and social and religious 
tolerance and responses on self-expression, life satisfaction, piety, authority, democracy and political 
Islam, among individuals and in 10 Arab countries and selected middle-income countries

Total effect (%) Individual effects Country effects

Global gap Time trend Youth Education Women Income Democracy GDP per 
capita

Electronic connectivity 0 -1 +/+ +/+ --/- +/+ + +

Self-expression -11 4/-8 +/++ +/+ -/- +/+ + +

Life satisfaction -15 0/0 -/+ +/0 -/0 ++/+ + +

Piety 31 0/0 -/+ -/-- +/+ 0/0 0 -

Obedience to authority 11 0/-13 -/0 -/-- 0/0 0/0 + 0

Gender equality -30 0/0 +/+ +/+ ++/+- 0 /0 + +

Table 2.1  Opinions on life satisfaction, connectivity, self-expression, piety, authority, and gender 
equality, by individual and country characteristics, Arab countries and other selected countries

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Notes: All variables are defined in the statistical annex. Results from OLS panel regressions using data from the WVS – see Akin and 
Diwan (2014)  for details. The data covers 11 Arab countries in 2013 and 76 other countries, and includes responses by about 80,000 
people in Arab countries and 140,000 people in middle-income countries. Global gap is the percentage point deficit or surplus of the 
Arab opinions relative to global opinions, expressed as a share of the global standard deviation in the global responses; all other entries 
that take the form x/y refers to Arab and Global slopes respectively between opinions and individual (youth, educated, women, income 
level), or country (level of democracy, GDP per capita) characteristics; (++) refers to a quantity larger than (+), and similarly, (--) is smaller 
than (-). Arab region effects based on 11 countries; Arab time trend based on average trend in 5 countries only, between 2008 and 2013.
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle income countries excluding Arab middle income countries
Higher values indicate higher levels of Self-Expression

Figure 2.2  Self–Expression by age group and level of education
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generational differences are in Egypt, Morocco and 
Yemen, countries with low connectivity, suggesting 
that, when connectivity rises, it spreads first among 
youth.19 Connectivity also tends to be sharply higher 
among the more well-educated even in countries 
with low connectivity such as Egypt and Yemen. In 
Morocco, connection to information is highly un-
equal between the well-educated (access is among 
the highest in the region) and the uneducated (the 
lowest).

2.3
The family—
patriarchy 
still strong 
but gradually 
weakening
There is a close link between the values of patriarchy 
and values associated with gender inequality, respect 
for authority, extreme religious interpretation  and 
support for autocratic governance. Patriarchy is a 
social structure that privileges men and promotes 
gender inequality and control over women. It touches 
all aspects of life.20 The traditional patriarchal family 
structure is prevalent throughout the region, especially 
among rural and poorer social strata, and influences 
the attitudes of youth towards gender equality.21 

Gender inequality is a central tenet of the patriar-
chal order. Gender inequality in politics, the labour 
market, education and the family is tolerated and 
even sanctioned either by law or in practice in Arab 
countries.22 Past analyses have uncovered the rela-
tionship between the patriarchal order and the social 
environment, showing how values connected to pa-
triarchy evolve and are transmitted through social 
comparisons with nearby reference groups. 

The Arab region scores far lower on support for 
gender equality than middle-income countries in 
responses to WVS survey questions about whether 
men should have access to jobs before women if jobs 

While, in the 1990s, the region was starved of in-
formation in a context of complete state dominance 
of the media, regional television and radio channels, 
websites and blogs, and social media proliferated in 
the mid-2000s.14 This exposure opened a portal for 
youth connected to electronic means of information 
but living in an inhibiting environment to form and 
then express their opinions and challenge existing 
power structures, thereby transforming themselves 
from passive members of society into active, self-
aware individuals.15 

Youth in Arab countries are as connected to elec-
tronic means of information as their peers around the 
world, and social media have become a major part of 
their daily lives. Mobile phone use has surged from 
below the world average, at 26 percent, in 2005 to 
almost 108 percent in 2015, above the world average 
(figure 2.3). Similarly, internet use jumped from 8 
percent in 2005 to 37 percent in 2015, a higher rate 
than the rest of the developing world and the world 
average and representing an increase from 5 million 
subscriptions in 2000 to 141 million in 2015 (figure 
2.4). Among people with Facebook accounts, 67 
percent are youth aged 15–29.16 The 2013 ASDA’A 
Burson-Marsteller Arab Youth Survey reported 
that more than 50 percent of connected youth aged 
15–24 are active on Twitter; 46 percent read blogs 
(18 percent have their own blogs); and 59 percent 
obtain their news from online sources, compared 
with only 24 percent who obtain their news from 
newspapers.17 WVS data confirm these findings and 
allow one to look more closely at variations across 
age and education levels. The electronic connec-
tivity index constructed based on WVS questions 
includes information on the extent and frequency 
of individuals accessing media through electronic 
means (television, mobile phones, radio, and inter-
net) - see the annex. Across population groups (for 
example, young Egyptians, highly educated Tunisians), 
there are great variations in the region, from a high 
of 90 percent among young Lebanese or Qataris 
(well-educated Lebanese, Moroccans and Qataris 
are more well-connected than the average resident 
of a middle-income country), to a low of 10 percent 
among older or less educated Egyptians, Moroccans 
and Yemenis (figure 2.5).18 

Connectivity to news and knowledge is great-
er among youth and the well-educated. Youth are 
also more well-connected than their parents in all 
countries. In Lebanon and Qatar, youth are nearly all 
connected electronically, and, in Algeria, Libya and 
Tunisia, the share reaches 75 percent. Youth in Alge-
ria, Palestine and Tunisia are about four times more 
well-connected than their parents. The lowest inter-
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Figure 2.3  Mobile cellular subscriptions per 100 inhabitants (%)

Figure 2.4  Individuals using the internet (%)

Source: ITU 2015.
a. Estimate
Note: The developed/developing country classifications are based on the UN M49: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/
definitions/regions/index.html.

Source: ITU 2015.
a. Estimate
Note:  The developed/developing country classifications are based on the UN M49, see: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/
ict/definitions/regions/index.html.
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Note: Electronic connectivity is defined in the annex. The figures represent the share of particular populations with 
more connectivity than the global MIC overall average over countries and individuals. MIC excluding AMIC: Mid-
dle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries. Higher values indicate more electronic connectivity.

Figure 2.5  Electronic connectivity index by age group and level of education, 2013
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in the WVS through responses to questions on the 
importance of making one’s parents proud, how 
fulfilling it is to be a housewife, and how much one 
trusts the family in relation to the broader communi-
ty. Family values in the region in 2013 were at levels 
equivalent to those in the rest of the world, though 
they had dropped by about 12 percent after the 2011 
uprisings. Family values are less prevalent among 
youth and the well-educated and more prevalent 
among the more religious, as in the rest of the world.

Women throughout the region are more pro–gender 
equality than men (figure 2.7).The differences of opinion 
between men and women on gender equality is larger 
than in the rest of the world -- about 20–40 percent 
in the Arab region, but only 7–10 percent in the rest of 
the world.26 The WVS data suggest that the opinion of 
young and educated women is halfway between the av-
erage global opinion and the average among Arab men. 
Women’s pro-gender attitudes suggest that they do not 
(entirely) internalize patriarchy. Male youth have more 
egalitarian views than older men, but their values tend 
to be closer to their fellow citizens, reflecting a strong 
country effect. Women in Arab countries,  however, 
seem to form a collective; their opinions are closer to 
the opinions of women elsewhere than to the opinions 
of men in their own countries. Yet, if men do not adopt 
a more egalitarian worldview, it does not appear that 
women alone will be able to alter the current position. 
This seems especially true during periods of duress, as 
after 2011 when women became the primary victims of 
violence, and patriarchal values became more popular, 
leading women to become even more victimized.27

Obedience to authority

Younger and more well-educated youth in Arab coun-
tries are becoming less accepting of obedience to 
authority, which is central to traditional, patriarchal 
and autocratic values. The WVS measures obedience 
to authority through questions on obedience towards 
parents and political leaders (see the statistical annex). 
The region is about 11 percent more obedient than the 
global average (table 2.1). Obedience is less prevalent 
among youth than among older people and also less 
prevalent among the well educated than among the 
uneducated. The strength of the age effect and of 
the resulting generational fault line is more marked 
in the region than in the rest of the world, suggesting 
that youth are changing rapidly. In sharp contrast 
however, the education effect is dampened relative 
to the rest of the world, reflecting education curricula 
and teaching methods that discourage critical thinking 
and encourage instead a submissive attitude towards 
higher authority.

are scarce, whether a university education is more 
important for a man, and whether men make better 
political leaders. The region shows a gap of 36 percent 
for this index (table 2.1). This gap is also reflected in 
the positive correlation among gender equality, civic 
action and tolerance (table 2.2). Gender inequality is 
likewise associated with more respect for authority 
and less support for democracy.23 Values supporting 
gender equality are highest in Algeria, Lebanon, Mo-
rocco and Tunisia and lowest in Egypt, Jordan and 
Yemen (figure 2.6).

Younger and more well-educated youth in Arab 
countries tend to be more pro–gender equality than 
the rest of the population, which is in line with global 
experience. The difference between the young and 
older generations and between the well-educated 
and less educated is, however, not as wide in views 
on gender equality as views on self-expression, sug-
gesting that gender equality is a value that changes 
slowly. Indeed, the slopes with respect to age and 
education are comparable with those observed else-
where in the world (table 2.1). The age effect is most 
marked in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, countries 
with higher pro-gender scores, but also in Iraq and 
Yemen, countries with lower ratings (figure 2.6). The 
education effects are sharpest in Lebanon and Tunisia 
(where the overall scores are high), but low in Jordan 
and Qatar and also in Iraq and Yemen (where the age 
effects are strong). Richer countries and more dem-
ocratic countries show higher pro-gender attitudes 
(table 2.1). Patriarchy tends to be less well accepted 
in countries with more religious diversity.24 Some 
Arab states have shown a commitment to women’s 
rights, albeit in a top-down manner (see chapter 4).

In most Arab countries, there was a jump in pro-gen-
der views after the uprisings, but from an extremely 
low base. Youth mobilization, including among women, 
to create social change is likely to have had wide im-
plications. Whether this shifting perspective extends 
to gender equality can be validated by looking at the 
Gallup data.25 Because they are clustered around the 
uprisings of 2011 (data are for 2005–2013), they allow 
to investigate the effect of the uprisings on the value 
of gender equality (figure 2.7). The jump in support for 
gender equality is especially large in Egypt, the GCC 
countries and Palestine. It deteriorated only in Sudan 
and Syria. In many of the countries that evolved pos-
itively in terms of gender equality over the observed 
period, the shift is more marked among women than 
among men, but the progress is occurring from a 
low base.

The increasingly favourable pro-gender sentiments 
are closely tied to opinions about the strength of fam-
ily ties. Dependence on family life can be measured 
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Note: A higher score indicates a more pro-gender stance.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries.

Figure 2.6  Gender equality index by age group and level of education

By age group

Qatar MIC excluding AMIC Libya Jordan
Arab Countries Lebanon Algeria Palestine
Iraq Yemen Egypt Tunisia
Morocco

15–29 30–44 45–60 60+
0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1.0

By level of education

Elementary Secondary University
0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1.0

Qatar MIC excluding AMIC Libya Jordan
Arab Countries Lebanon Algeria Palestine
Iraq Yemen Egypt Tunisia
Morocco



57

to authority is more marked after the Arab uprisings, 
a dramatic example of their liberating impact on Arab 
societies (figure 2.8).

Piety

Piety is an expression of religiosity, which is a 
broader concept. It involves more visits to a place 
of worship and listening to sermons, which serves to 
amplify the messages of these religious institutions. 
By a large margin (21 percent), the countries of the 

Countries seem to fall into three groups. Countries 
close to the global average (Morocco and Tunisia) show 
stronger generational and educational effects; countries 
far below or far above the global middle-income-country 
average tend to be less dynamic and exhibit smaller 
educational and generational effects (Algeria, Iraq, 
Lebanon and Palestine on top and Egypt, Jordan, Qatar 
and Yemen at the bottom). There are, nonetheless, 
important changes over time in all countries of the 
(small) WVS sample with data over several waves, 
even in Egypt and Jordan. The dropoff in obedience 

Source: Report team calculations based on Gallup 2013.
Note: The above figures allow for a comparison of the gender equality index before and after the uprisings. Higher 
values on the axes indicate increased support for gender equality. See the statistical annex for the definition of the 
gender equality index using Gallup.

Figure 2.7  Gender equality before and after 2011 
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Note: Higher values indicate higher levels of obedience to authority / piety.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries.

Figure 2.8  Obedience to authority, by age cohort and over time, and piety, by age group
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than others, but also that this was associated with 
a disproportionate increase in their demands for a 
more democratic order.

Civic engagement

Civic engagement in politics had been expanding 
in the run-up to the uprisings, and youth took a 
leading role in this development. An index of civic 
engagement was constructed based on whether 
respondents took part in demonstrations, joined in 
boycotts, or signed petitions. Figure 2.9 depicts the 
intensity of civic engagement along the dimensions 
of age and education.

In 2013, the region stood at about the global aver-
age in civic activism (table 2.3). Among youth and the 
well-educated, it was slightly above the global mid-
dle-income-country average (figure 2.9). Rising civic 
activity is correlated with declining respect for au-
thority and greater self-expression (table 2.2). Civic 
engagement is highest in more democratic countries 
and countries with greater media penetration such 
as Algeria, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Palestine and Yemen 
and lowest in Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Qatar.30 

The relationship between life satisfaction and civic 
action seems complex and is unlikely to be linear. 
Some dissatisfaction is likely to fuel protest, but 
high levels of dissatisfaction are associated with low 
levels of social activism both in comparisons across 
countries around the world and in the behaviour of 
individuals in Arab countries (table 2.2). This sug-
gests that deeply dissatisfied individuals tend to be 
less driven to engage in social action to change their 
environment, and, if they do engage in such action, 
they tend to choose more violent forms of protest.31  

Age and education effects are significant nearly 
everywhere. Youth are more active than their elders, 
and the effect of age on civic engagement is larger in 
the region than in the rest of the world. Education has 
a positive effect, but at a rate lower than in the rest of 
the world (table 2.1). Age and education effects are 
huge in Yemen, and the education effect is marked in 
Morocco (figure 2.9). The age effect is weak in Egypt, 
which is also typical of Egypt on several other values 
such as demonstrating and demanding democracy, 
where, unlike other countries, young and old tend to 
have similar values, possibly reflecting the strength 
of family values.32 

Civic engagement has largely involved greater will-
ingness to participate in demonstrations. Even after 
the uprisings, citizens of Arab countries demonstrated 
at about the global average and the global middle-in-
come-country average; youth and the well-educated 
were above the middle-income-country average (figure 

Arab region are more pious than other countries 
around the world at similar levels of development. 
The sociological literature has attributed this 
level of piety to the dominance of conservative 
values.28 The WVS measures piety through an 
index that combines the frequency of visits to a 
place of worship and the perception of the degree 
of importance of God in one’s life. The piety index 
rises with age, meaning that young people tend to 
be less pious than their elders, which is unlike the 
situation in the rest of the world, where there is a 
resurgence of piety among the youth (table 2.1). The 
age effect is marked in some countries, especially 
Algeria, Iraq, Morocco, Tunisia and Yemen, where 
piety is significant. WVS waves 4–6 (1999–2014) 
reveal that piety has gone up in Iraq, Jordan and 
Morocco in recent years.

While progress towards less patriarchal val-
ues has taken place, piety remains strong in Arab 
societies, even as some liberal values such as 
self-expression and less respect for authority are 
becoming more common. The tension between 
changes in some dimensions, such as lower re-
spect for authority, and a persistence of traditional 
values in others, such as attachment to family val-
ues, creates situations of multiple or overlapping 
identities whereby individuals behave differently 
across the spheres in which they participate and 
describes the attitude of a society in transition.29 

2.4
Polity—civic 
engagement 
and forms of 
government
The combination of less satisfaction, less control 
over life, a greater space for self-expression and a 
lower prevalence of obedience to authority must 
have driven youth protests that ultimately led to the 
uprisings of 2011. The WVS data suggest not only 
that youth demonstrated disproportionately more 
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries excluding Arab middle-income countries. Higher values indicate 
more civic engagement.

Figure 2.9  Civic engagement by age group and level of education
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nity affairs during their schooling years, when their 
political identity is being formed, is one of the best 
ways to foster political involvement among adults 
in the future.35

The willingness of youth to demonstrate did not 
translate into a greater propensity to use the ballot 
box after the uprisings; in fact, relative to the rest of 
the population, young people preferred demonstrat-
ing to voting. In voting, every country in the region is 
well below the global average among all age-groups, 
with a gap of about 20 percent (figure 2.10; table 
2.3). In several countries, voting is low among youth 
compared with the overall population, reflecting the 
lack of confidence of youth in undemocratic insti-
tutions. For instance, in Tunisia’s latest elections in 
2011, young people represented the highest ratio 
of voters who refrained from voting, with only 17 
percent of Tunisians aged between 18 and 25 reg-
istering to vote.36   

WVS data that span several waves are limited. 
They show increased voting in Egypt with a rising 
convergence between young and old, but a rising 
generational divergence in Iraq and Morocco. There 
do not appear to be significant legal barriers to 
formal youth participation in parliaments in the 
region. The age of eligibility to vote is 18 years in 

2.10). The scores are highest in Algeria, Lebanon, Libya 
and Palestine and lowest in Egypt, Jordan and Yemen; 
Tunisia stands at about the regional average. There are 
strong age and education effects in nearly all countries. 
Comparing waves shows that participation in demon-
strations rose between waves 4 and 5 (1999–2009), 
but fell by wave 6 (2010–2014).

Why do demonstrations and protests attract the 
more well-educated? Raj Desai and others (2014) 
argue that, as a signalling mechanism for their pref-
erences, demonstrating tends to be more credible 
among this group because their opportunity cost 
of time is high. Poorer and less well educated youth 
tend to express their grievances—when they do—
more violently. The data from the region seem to be 
consistent with this hypothesis.33 

But outside demonstrations, civic and political par-
ticipation are weak among young people. In 2014, the 
share of youth who had volunteered their time to an 
organization was less than 9 percent in Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine and Yemen, but more 
than 20 percent in Bahrain, Sudan and the UAE. In 
2015, the share was only 10 percent in Tunisia, and 
18.0 percent Mauritania.34 Conservative schooling 
systems seem to lie behind this paltry participation. 
Supporting youth involvement in school or commu-

Total effect (%) Individual effects Country effects

Global 
gap

Time 
trend Youth Education Women Income Democracy GDP per 

capita

Civic engagement 0 -/-- +/0 +/++ --/- 0 + +

Demonstrated 0 -/-- ++/+ +/+ --/- +/0 + +

Voted -20 0/0 -/-- +/+ -/0 +/+ 0 0

Democracy -9 0/- +/+ +/++ +/0 -/- + +

Political Islam 18 0/0 -/+ -/-- +/+ +/+ 0 -

Social tolerance -26 0/0 0/0 +/+ 0/0 0 /0 + 0

Rel. tolerance -24 0/0 -/0 ++/0 + /+ + /+ 0 0

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Notes: All variables are defined in the statistical annex. Results from OLS panel regressions using data from the 
WVS see Akin and Diwan (2014) for details. The data cover 10 Arab countries in 2013 and 76 middle-income 
countries and include responses by about 80,000 people in Arab countries and 140,000 citizens in middle-income 
countries. Global gap is the percentage point deficit or surplus of the Arab opinions relative to global opinions, 
expressed as a share of the global standard deviation in the global responses; all other entries that take the form 
x/y refers to Arab and Global slopes respectively between opinions and individual (youth, educated, women, income 
level), or country (level of democracy, GDP per capita) characteristics; (++) refers to a quantity larger than (+), 
and similarly, (--) is smaller than (-). Arab region effects based on 10 countries; Arab time trend based on average 
trend in 5 countries only, between 2008 and 2013.

Table 2.3  The relationship between views on politics, civic action, and tolerance and individual and 
country characteristics, in Arab countries and in the rest of the world



62

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries.

Figure 2.10  Share of population that has demonstrated and voted, by age group 
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obstruct positive engagement in the public sphere. 
Most Arab countries share common institutional and 
legislative shortcomings, characterized by restricted 
freedom, gaps between law and practice, and limited 
power sharing, especially in electoral laws and laws 
on freedom of association. In most Arab countries, 
the latter are granted primarily by the constitution 
and country-specific laws, in addition to Article 20 
(1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(“Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful as-
sembly and association”). Yet, enjoyment of this right 

most Arab countries on which data are available 
(apart from the GCC and Lebanon), and the aver-
age age of eligibility for parliament is 26 years.37

At government executive level, however, there 
seems to be a bias towards older people: the average 
age of ministers of state in some Arab countries is 
58; the highest average is in Lebanon, at 62 (table 
2.4).

Civic and political participation in the region re-
mains weak among youth because of a combina-
tion of institutional and structural constraints that 

Freedom of Association Voting Age Candidacy Age
Average age 
of Council of 

Ministers

(Yes / No,  
Min. age of association 

members)

People’s 
Assembly

Parliamentary/ 
People’s Assembly Municipality

Algeria Yes,  18, by authorization 18 25 23 62

Bahrain N.A 20 20 N.A N.A

Comoros N.A 18 18 N.A N.A

Djibouti N.A 18 23 N.A N.A

Egypt Yes, not determined, by 
authorization 18 25 25 61

Iraq N.A 18 30 N.A N.A

Jordan N.A 18 30 N.A N.A

Kuwait Yes, 21 21 30 30 N.A

Lebanon Yes,  20, by notification 21 25 25 62

Libya N.A 18 25 N.A N.A

Mauritania N.A 18 25 N.A N.A

Morocco Yes , not specified, 
notification required 18 23 25 57

Oman N.A 21 30 N.A N.A

Palestine N.A 18 28 N.A N.A

Qatar N.A N.A 24 N.A N.A

Saudi Arabia Yes, 18 N.A 30 25 59

Somalia N.A N.A 25 N.A N.A

Sudan N.A 18 21 N.A N.A

Syria N.A 18 25 N.A N.A

Tunisia Yes, 16, by notification 18 23 23 58

UAE N.A 25 25 N.A N.A

Yemen N.A 18 25 N.A N.A

Table 2.4  Indicators of formal barriers to civic engagement in selected Arab countries, latest available data

Source: Report team compilation from various national sources. Data from February 2015.
N.A = Not available
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fected by recent political changes. Although the 
preference for democracy has held up since the up-
risings, many countries have shown sharp composi-
tional effects, whereby the preference is diminishing 
among the more well-educated and affluent, but ris-
ing among poorer citizens.40 The noticeable pushback 
among the more well-educated, who were the main 
champions of change leading up to the uprisings, 
can  be attributed to fears of chaos or of redistribu-
tive policies by democratically elected governments 
dominated by the interests of poor.

While the focus has been on identity politics, an 
examination of opinions reveals that, by 2013, so-
cial polarization around class issues had widened, 
especially in Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia and Yemen.41 
An open question is whether the ebbing of support 
for democracy among the wealthier and the more 
well-educated will be temporary, or whether it will 
stretch over the longer term and be increasingly as-
sociated with a class struggle.42 

Support for Political Islam 

In the second part of the 20th century, the separa-
tion of religion and politics became one of the most 
contentious issues between adherents of political 
islamist movements and followers of secular political 
ideologies. Starting in the late 1990s, some groups 
within the broad range of parties espousing political 
Islam, such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and 
the Party of Justice and Development in Morocco, 
moderated their political and social messages and 
came to participate in a democratic process.43  

By 2012, however, the early dominance of Isla-
mists led to a backlash, resulting in rising social po-
larization around the role of religion in politics. The 
WVS allows one to measure the degree of support 
for religion in politics via the question whether “re-
ligious authorities should ultimately interpret the 
laws.”44 Support for political Islam had fallen among 
respondents during WVS wave 6 (2010–2014), in all 
the countries in the sample (except among older Mo-
roccans), with a rising divergence between younger 
and older groups in Egypt and Iraq (figure 2.12). In 
parallel, attitudes towards religion have also be-
come more polarized, more so than in any other re-
gion of the world.44 Algeria, Egypt, Tunisia and even 
Yemen are extremely divided among groups that feel 
strongly, but differently, about religion and politics. 
The political focus on identity issues, especially in the 
context of the drafting of new constitutions in Egypt 
and Tunisia, has obscured the need to find politically 
feasible solutions to the economic challenges facing 
these countries.

has often been suppressed by governments. Cases 
of detention and other acts of violence incompatible 
with legal texts have been reported frequently, aside 
from the selective authorization required by many 
Arab countries for associating or for demonstrating. 
The fight against terrorism, for example, has given 
some states, with or without newly issued emer-
gency decrees, supreme power to restrict the right.

Some Arab countries do not have laws on the 
establishment of political associations or parties, 
rendering their formation illegal. In several countries, 
individuals who want to form an association are 
subject to discretionary decisions of the granting 
authority, which abuses the vague language of the 
legal text so as to ban associations or to shut down 
existing non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

Without true political competition, meaningful 
opposition parties and independent judiciaries and 
legislatures and with little room for independent civil 
society organizations, unconventional and volatile 
political and civic action may possess an appeal. The 
spectrum of unconventional or informal channels of 
engagement is diverse and ranges from activism on 
social media platforms to militant extremist action. 
While social media platforms have proved construc-
tive in mobilizing youth, militant radicalization is ob-
viously disastrous.

Support for democracy

It is possible to measure the preference for demo-
cratic order using the WVS, which asks respondents 
to rank their main concerns about democratic gover-
nance and strong rule.38 On the eve of the uprisings, 
opinion surveys revealed that, with respect to the 
rest of the world, people in Arab countries desired a 
more democratic order relatively less; the gap was 
9 percent.

In nearly all countries, youth and the more well-ed-
ucated have a greater preference for democracy (fig-
ure 2.11). According to regression analysis, the age 
effects are stronger than the education effects, and 
younger citizens support democratic values more 
than their elders in ways similar to global trends, but 
the positive effects of education in increasing the 
preference for democracy are much less potent in the 
region than globally (table 2.3), another reflection of 
the conservative nature of the education system. As 
in the rest of the world (and controlling for levels of 
education), richer people tend to be less favourable 
of democracy.39 As in the rest of the world, the desire 
for democracy is correlated positively with high levels 
of self-expression.

Support for democracy has been profoundly af-



65

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries. Higher value means more 
support for democracy

Figure 2.11  Support for democracy by age cohort over time, and by level of education 
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Note: A higher value means more sympathy for political Islam. MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, 
excluding Arab middle-income countries.
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are not backed by favourable political rules and 
institutions can lead to frivolous, self-gratifying 
behaviour that does not foster social progress or to 
utopian ideologies with no popular roots.46 A lack of 
tolerance of social and religious differences means 
that democracy could be associated with a tyranny 
of the majority, a prospect that has often led other 
social  groups and socially progressive individuals 
to sign on to the autocratic bargain involving mod-
erate repression in exchange for security. 

Secular identity

Around 2013, more people in Arab countries de-
fined themselves in national and secular terms 
rather than in religious terms, although religious 
affiliation remains common in some countries. The 
basis of identity—whether nation, ethnicity, or re-
ligion—has been one of the most contested issues 
in the Middle East for a century. During the period 
of territorial nationalism of the early 20th century, 
which produced nationalist regimes in Egypt, Iran 
and Turkey between 1919 and 1925, the nation 
was considered the basis of identity, in contrast to 
the pan-Arab nationalism that constituted the of-
ficial ideology of the regimes that seized power in 
Egypt, Iraq, Libya and Syria between 1952 (Egypt) 
and 1969 (Libya).

Some identification with the nation-state is re-
quired for the development of citizenship, such 
that the country becomes the social reference 
group for nurturing political attitudes, and the at-
titudes then help promote citizen participation in 
the country.47 Mansoor Moaddel and Julie De Jong 
(2014) developed a questionnaire—used in five 
Arab countries—to look more deeply into the basis 
of identity by measuring the choice among several 
entities with which people primarily identify.48 In 
countries on which data are available, apart from 
Tunisia, more people define themselves in national 
secular terms than in religious terms (figure 2.13). 
A small minority define themselves only by ethnic 
origin, such as Arab or Kurdish.

The growth in identification with the na-
tion-state offers important avenues for dealing 
more effectively with a variety of social tensions in 
the region for two main reasons. First, the strength 
of religiosity is not the main determinant of identi-
fication, meaning that social-policy issues ground-
ed in religion need to be resolved at the country 
level and that the association of parties with trans-
national movements will not be perceived as legiti-
mate political action by most citizens. The majority 
of Saudi Arabians, for example, identify with their 

Even in 2013, opposition to the separation 
of religion and politics was more pronounced 
than in the rest of the world, with a gap of 18 
percent (table 2.3). Lebanon alone stands out 
clearly, with about 75 percent of the popula-
tion more secular than the global middle-in-
come-country average. Tunisia is at the global 
middle-income-country average. Political Isla-
mist sentiment is strongest in Egypt, Iraq and 
Morocco, followed by Jordan, Libya, Qatar and 
Yemen, all of which are above the Arab average 
(itself much higher than the global middle-in-
come-country average).

Strong sentiments about political Islam tend 
to rise with age and to fall with education, but 
with some exceptions. Younger individuals are 
more likely to support secular forms of gov-
ernments. The gap between the young and the 
older generation is particularly wide in Tuni-
sia; contrariwise, young people in Jordan and 
Yemen lean more towards political Islam than 
their elders (figure 2.12). In Iraq and Morocco, 
nearly 80 percent of the old support a non-sec-
ular state. More educated individuals support 
secularism more than those with low levels 
of education, but here, too, the emancipative 
effects of education are muted if set against 
global experience (table 2.3). 

2.5
Society—
national 
identity and 
tolerance of 
differences
To support a shift towards more inclusive and dem-
ocratic societies, greater self-expression needs to 
be associated with other values such as identifica-
tion with the nation-state and acceptance of the 
rights of all citizens. Self-expressive values that 
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For example, Moaddel and De Jong (2014) show 
that, in Lebanon, there is a striking level of sectari-
anism, independent of education and age, reflect-
ing a deep Sunni-Shia divide. Around 80 percent 
each of both Sunnis and Shias trust their co-reli-
gionists ‘a great deal,’ while only 30 percent trust 
members of other sects and religions as much. Yet, 
a large majority of Lebanese consider themselves 
Lebanese first, even though results show that the 
Lebanese do not take pride in their nationality.50 
This must reflect the knowledge that splitting into 
several ethnic-based countries is not attractive, 
despite the known ethnic divisions and tensions, a 
feeling that can also describe the Iraqi population.

Social and religious tolerance

It is mainly because of its high levels of social and 
religious intolerance that the region stands out 
among countries at similar levels of development 
around the world. Tolerance is a core value in 
pluralistic societies and a cornerstone of more 
democratic systems.51 It is measured by two 
groups of questions in the WVS, one social, and 
one religious. The first builds on a question about 
the acceptability of various types of neighbours, 
including unmarried couples or people of a different 

nation rather than their religion (figure 2.13). On 
the other hand, a majority of Tunisian respondents, 
despite sharing a relatively liberal orientation on 
many other issues, see themselves first as Mus-
lims. It is not clear why national identity is weaker 
in Tunisian than in most other countries, but this 
may be tied to the country’s small size and ethnic 
homogeneity, which makes such identification less 
threatening to the social order.

Second, the uprisings have been experienced in 
some countries as a founding national moment, 
creating a vision of a nation-state that appeals to 
citizens and sways them away from other frames 
of reference or political ideologies that expand be-
yond the geographic borders of countries. 

Ethnic heterogeneity and tensions as in Iraq and 
Lebanon do not automatically cause people to 
identify with their ethnicity. These two countries, 
both gripped by intergroup tensions, score highest 
on secular nationalism.49 This does not mean that 
ethnic divisions do not matter, but, instead, that 
they do not lead directly to ethnic identification. 
So, rather than a purely psychological phenomenon 
that reflects ethnic tensions, identification is the 
result of a more thoughtful decision by individuals 
about the type of governance structure that can 
work in their particular environment.
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Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
MIC excluding AMIC: Middle-income countries, excluding Arab middle-income countries. Higher values indicate 
more religious tolerance.

Figure 2.14  Social and religious tolerance by age (6th wave, 2010–2014)
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cially tolerant, perhaps because defining historical 
moments occurred during their formative stage, for 
example, older Jordanian and Tunisian individuals 
and younger and more well-educated Iraqis and 
Palestinians. There has been no discernible progress 
on the values of social and religious tolerance since 
2000 in the WVS data, including among youth.

This wide regional deficit and lack of progress 
on values of tolerance are worrying for the future 
of democracy in the region. Social and religious 
tolerance is positively correlated with self-expres-
sion and life satisfaction, and religious tolerance 
is negatively correlated with piety and obedience 
(table 2.3). Tolerance also correlates positively 
with support for democracy and negatively with 
support for political Islam.

race, nationality, or language. The second focuses 
on questions about the morality of various religions 
and whether all should be taught in schools.

The region’s gap with the rest of the world in 
tolerance is large, 26 percent in social areas and 
24 percent in religious areas (figure 2.14; table 2.3). 
Egypt and Lebanon, more religiously diverse coun-
tries, score above the global average, suggesting 
that diversity fosters tolerance. In the averages 
across countries and populations, youth do not 
appear to be more tolerant than the elderly and are, 
in fact, less religiously tolerant (table 2.3). Yet, there 
is a clearly positive and significant education effect, 
which is even larger in the region than in the rest of 
the world. It is one of the most beneficial aspects 
of education found so far. Some cohorts are espe-
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affiliation is then built using both variables.

49	 Ethnic diversity in the Middle East can be explained by the mechanisms that nurtured it under the Ottoman Millet system for 
centuries. Moreover, the short colonial experience has marked some countries deeply, advantaging particular communities, 
shaping borders in many cases, and affecting the early independence nation-building in the 1940s and its founding ‘national 
settlement’, whether modeled around consensual ideas as in Lebanon, or as a strong rule of the minority in Iraq and Syria.

50	 Moaddel, Kors and Gärde 2012.
51	 Muasher 2014.
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Chapter 3 Education and the 
transition to work
Arab societies perform below the 
world average on educational 
attainment, achievement and 
equitable access. Once young 
people in the Arab region try to 
get work, they find that the main, 
traditional avenue to secure em-
ployment, the government, has 
been closed. Finding stable and 
satisfying employment is one of 
the most prominent challenges 
facing youth. Arab economies 
are not providing enough private 
sector jobs owing to poor policy 
stability, which hampers private 
investment, alongside red tape, a 
failure to build a manufacturing 

base, little access to credit (out-
side a favoured circle), and, in the 
formal sector, tight labour reg-
ulations. Women are especially 
hard hit in multiple areas.
The policy prescriptions are fairly 
standard, which makes it all the 
more difficult to understand why 
governments have shown little 
interest in solving the problem 
over the last couple of decades. 
They include investing more in 
infrastructure and improving 
the business environment. La-
bour market programmes and 
micro-finance are less practical 
approaches.
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3.1	
Mixed
educational
outcomes 
among youth
Education and social mobility

Education is the main path to social and economic 
mobility, but substantial inequality of opportunity in 
education is undermining the Arab social contract, 
in which the state, at a minimum, furnishes a level 
playing field in education. The analysis of this in-
equality must rely on measurements of educational 
attainment (quantity) and educational achievement 
(quality). These measurements are usually based 
on years of schooling and scores in standardized 
international tests.

One key dimension of access to education is 
economic development, according to which the 
Arab region may be divided into three groups: the 
oil-rich GCC; middle-income countries, includ-
ing Sudan and Yemen; and low-income coun-
tries, such as Comoros and Somalia. The last two 
groups account for more than 86 percent of the 
region’s population. The poorest countries are still 
struggling with inequities in access to basic edu-
cation, such as enabling poor children, especially 
girls, to attend school. Issues of quality—central to 
the inequality of opportunity evident in the mid-
dle-income group—are important only to the ex-
tent that the middle-income countries overcome 
the inequalities. Inequality in achievement is no 
less severe in the oil-rich countries, but economic 
mobility in oil-rich countries is less dependent on 
equity in education than on the equitable distri-
bution of oil rents. 

Educational attainment

The progress in access to education in the 
Arab region has generally been promising. Net 
enrollment rates have been increasing. The primary 

enrollment rate rose from 76.6 percent in 1999 
to 84.5 percent in 2013. The latter is close to the 
world average (89.0 percent). Many countries are 
close to achieving universal primary enrollment. 
Gains in enrollment can also be seen at higher 
levels of education; rates rose threefold in sec-
ondary education and in higher education over 
1970–2003.1 However, Arab countries suffer from 
under-enrollment in scientific disciplines among 
secondary and tertiary students and a continued 
reliance on outdated pedagogical techniques such 
as rote memorization.2 This has resulted in educa-
tional systems that have mediocre performance 
in average educational attainment, equitable dis-
tribution and achievement.3

In average years of schooling, Arab countries 
fall below the international benchmark according 
to per capita GDP, even though, on this metric in 
the last two decades, they have been improving 
more rapidly than other world regions except 
East Asia. Average educational attainment is 
largely a function of economic development, 
which determines the amount of resources 
available for allocation to school construction 
and administrative costs. Richer countries enjoy 
greater levels of educational attainment, but, 
above $10,000 per capita GDP (PPP), the rela-
tionship between GDP and educational attainment 
is flat. Among Arab countries, Jordan and the 
United Arab Emirates show the highest average 
educational attainment; Iraq, Sudan and Yemen 
the lowest. Apart from Algeria, Jordan and the 
United Arab Emirates, all Arab countries are 
either at or below the predicted mean in years 
of schooling (figure 3.1).

“ There are entire generations of Arabs 
who have not learnt how to play a mu-
sical instrument, and who have not read 
literary works because they were not 
accustomed to do so in school. Creative 
pursuits taken for granted in developed 
country schools have simply been ne-
glected in the Arab world, with damag-
ing results to the creative potential of its 
people.  ”
Arab Human Development Report 2003
(UNDP 2003, p. 83).
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Inequality in educational attainment—an 
important determinant of overall inequality—
is higher among the Arab countries as a group 
than in any other major country grouping (annex 
2 table A.4).4 Yet, in the region, inequality in 
educational attainment in some countries, such 
as Jordan and Palestine, is far below the regional 
average and closer to the average in East Asia 
than to the average among Arab countries.

The gap between educational progress and 
development outcomes has encouraged some 
policymakers to consider alternative paths of 
educational advancement. Some observers have 
noted that economic growth, equality and poverty 
reduction have not occurred in parallel with edu-
cational progress in the Arab countries.5 Though 
the gap is typically attributed to a lack of flexi-
bility in the educational system, some countries 
are beginning to introduce educational reforms, 
including reorganizing university curricula, as-
suring quality tertiary education and expanding 
vocational training programmes. The last aims to 
include programmes for entrepreneurship, as well 
as greater integration with the private sector.6

According to 2012–2013 survey data collected 
for the School to Work Transition Surveys of the 
ILO in four Arab countries, Egypt, Jordan, Palestine 
and Tunisia, the top two reasons youth give for 
ceasing their studies are failure in school exams 
and no interest in education (annex 2 table A.5). 

Figure 3.1  Average years of schooling: most Arab countries are below the mean expected for per capita GDP

Source: Salehi-Isfahani 2014.
Note: For 171 countries, the figure shows the relationship between mean years of schooling among 15–19-year-olds and log per capita GDP.

Other reasons given are a desire to begin work-
ing, economic reasons, or personal reasons such 
as wanting to get married (particularly female 
respondents). The surveys allow us to explore the 
trajectories of youth transitioning from education 
to work.

Educational achievement

In education, Arab countries lag in achievement 
relative to their performance in attainment. Al-
though quality of education is more difficult to 
measure because of the multiple dimensions in 
which individuals with a given number of years of 
schooling may differ in their productive skills or 
human capital, one aspect of quality that is fairly 
easy to measure is the level of learning in a given 
subject. Several international tests, such as the 
TIMSS, the Programme for International Student 
Assessment and the Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study, aim to measure learn-
ing in different subjects. Many Arab countries 
that have taken part in rounds of the TIMSS since 
2003 consistently score below the world average 
of 500, and many score below the intermediate 
international benchmark of 475 (table 3.1).7 This 
poor performance has been attributed to many 
aspects of Arab educational systems, including 
too little public provision, too little computer 
testing, and weak labour market signals.8

95% confidence. Fitted values Years of schooling

Ye
ar

s 
of

 s
ch

oo
lin

g

2
4

6
8

10
12

Log GDP per capita

SDN

YEM

IRQ MAR

EGY
TUN

TUR
SAU BHR

KWT

QAT

ARE

DZA
JOR

SYR

6 7 8 9 10 11



76

Mathematics Science

Boys Girls Boys Girls

1999 2003 2007 2011 1999 2003 2007 2011 1999 2003 2007 2011 1999 2003 2007 2011

Algeria ... ... 389.4 ... ... ... 384.1 ... ... ... 407.8 ... ... ... 408.4 ...

Bahrain ... 385.8 383.3 396.9 ... 417.4 415.4 434.7 ... 423.9 437.4 430.1 ... 452.2 499.5 483.8

Dubai ... ... 395.5 453.7 ... ... 410.6 475.3 ... ... 436.5 453.5 ... ... 448.5 487.1

Egypt ... 415.8 405.5 ... ... 415.5 403.8 ... ... 432.5 411.1 ... ... 432.4 423.3 ...

Jordan 413.7 409.0 413.2 394.2 421.1 438.0 436.4 421.2 431.3 460.8 463.6 430.1 451.2 487.8 499.1 472.7

Kuwait ... ... 345.4 ... ... ... 364.0 ... ... ... 395.5 ... ... ... 441.1 ...

Lebanon ... 442.0 461.9 464.7 ... 435.0 446.3 451.6 ... 399..7 425.0 417.9 ... 400.3 413.6 413.3

Morocco 345.8 398.7 389.7 377.2 327.9 383.8 378.5 376.7 334.2 407.0 404.4 379.9 315.5 397.2 404.9 382.9

Oman ... ... 350.0 342.4 ... ... 402.1 399.3 ... ... 396.4 384.7 ... ... 455.3 457.4

Palestine ... 392.1 355.7 399.5 ... 398.3 388.3 415.2 ... 434.7 394.9 414.1 ... 445.3 426.6 435.7

Qatar ... ... 279.9 410.5 ... ... 317.3 423.3 ... ... 274.1 413.8 ... ... 332.0 441.7

Saudi Arabia ... 337.8 317.2 384.6 ... 324.6 339.4 401.8 ... 393.0 383.0 421.9 ... 407.3 423.8 449.9

Syria ... 360.9 409.9 386.3 ... 354.4 391.1 372.1 ... 418.6 464.1 429.9 ... 405.4 451.7 421.3

Tunisia 460.5 424.0 434.4 426.6 436.3 399.7 411.8 413.5 442.7 417.4 458.2 441.2 417.3 393.4 437.0 428.1

UAE ... ... ... 442.9 ... ... ... 463.2 ... ... ... 446.0 ... ... ... 475.1

Table 3.1  Average TIMSS scores, 8th grade students in mathematics and science, by year and gender

Source: NCES various years (1995–2011 results).
Note: The table presents average scores for the participating Arab countries in various rounds of TIMSS since 1995. The world average for TIMSS scores 
has been calibrated at 500 in 1995 to allow comparison over time and between countries.
TIMSS: Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study.
“…”: Not available or not applicable. 
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Table 3.2  Simulated probabilities of 12–17-year-olds attending school and reaching secondary level, 
by family background

Source: Assaad, Salehi-Isfahani, and Hendy 2014.
Note: Predicted probabilities of ever entering school and reaching secondary school by synthetic backgrounds of rural, illiterate 
parents, in lowest wealth quintile (most vulnerable); and urban parents with above secondary education in top wealth quintile 
(most advantaged). Sample covers children 12–17 years of age who live with their parents.

3.2	
Inequality of 
opportunity 
in education
The chance of a most vulnerable girl (has illiterate par-
ents, lives in a rural area, and is in the bottom wealth 
quintile) ever attending school is only 6 percent in 
Yemen against 95 percent in Tunisia. Their inequality 
of opportunity in education varies hugely. This measure 
refers to the extent to which circumstances beyond chil-
dren’s control determine their educational attainment 
and achievement. The most important circumstances 
are family background (parental income and educational 
attainment) and community characteristics (urban or 
rural location and the quality of schools). Thus, for exam-
ple, well-educated parents can use their own resources 
of time and money to invest more in the human capital 

of their children. International comparisons indicate, 
meanwhile, that, in some Arab countries, the inequality 
of opportunity is at least as great in educational achieve-
ment as in attainment.9

Ragui Assaad and others provide estimates of the 
inequality of opportunity in attainment for the seven 
Arab countries on which harmonized survey data are 
available.10 They estimate the extent to which circum-
stances affect two measures of attainment: a cate-
gorical variable that indicates whether a child has ever 
attended school and a categorical variable that indicates 
whether, having attended, the child reached secondary 
school (grade 9 or higher). Both measures display a wide 
range across countries in the inequality of opportuni-
ty in attainment. Thus, Iraq and Yemen are the least 
opportunity-equal countries, and Jordan and Tunisia 
are the most opportunity-equal countries (table 3.2). 
According to the simulations of the authors, all countries 
considered in the study provide near-perfect chances 
for children from the most advantaged backgrounds of 
entering school and reaching secondary level, but only 
Tunisia comes close to providing the same opportunities 
for children from the least advantaged backgrounds. In 
the remaining countries of the study, the probabilities of 
ever attending school and of reaching secondary school 
depend significantly on family background.

Ever attending school (%) Reaching secondary school (%)

Most vulnerable Most advantaged Most vulnerable Most advantaged

Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl

Egypt 83 75 100 100 54 43 100 99

Iraq 38 24 100 100 8 3 94 96

Jordan 99 89 100 100 52 46 91 100

Palestine 81 66 100 99 25 31 92 93

Syria 91 79 100 100 17 10 93 96

Tunisia 100 95 100 100 41 30 100 99

Yemen 40 6 100 99 27 4 99 99
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Some have attributed women’s low labour force 
participation rate to conservative social norms.13

Yet, the lower female participation rate is a tragic 
waste of resources. Well educated women espe-
cially represent an untapped potential in the Arab 
world. The inclusion of women in the workforce 
would have several positive outcomes, including 
enhanced productivity, greater visibility of im-
portant issues revolving women and the family, 
and, frequently, the greater impact of women on 
society more generally. One estimate indicates 
that the national income of the economies of the 
Arab Countries could expand by as much as 37 
percent if gender gaps were eliminated.14 Eco-
nomic participation is a cornerstone of women’s 
empowerment, which should be one of the main 
targets of human development in the Arab world.15

Employment

Job creation, particularly decent and sustainable job 
creation, is the most challenging issue facing the 
region. If the workforce continues to grow at current 
or similar rates, 60 million new jobs will need to be 
created in the next decade to absorb the large number 
of workforce entrants.16

Informality is one of the characteristics of em-
ployment in the region, and a large number of youth 
work in the informal sector where jobs are unstable 
and offer low wages and poor working conditions.17 

For instance, over 2000–2005, 75 percent of new 
labour market entrants in Egypt were employed 
in the informal sector, a startling jump from only 
20 percent in the early 1970s. Similarly, during 
2001–2007, 69 percent of new jobs in Syria were 
in the informal sector.18 In 2011, vulnerable employ-
ment across the Arab region accounted for almost 
30 percent of all jobs.19 The problem is even serious 
among low-income youth, who are more likely to 
settle for informal or unpaid family work.20

Traditionally, young individuals found their 
first job in the public sector. In Egypt, for exam-
ple, the public sector absorbed 70 percent of the 
workforce in 1980, compared with 16 percent in 
the informal sector and barely 8 percent in the 
formal private sector. In 2000, the public sec-
tor employed only 23 percent of the workforce, 
compared with 42 percent in the informal sector 
and 10 percent in the formal private sector.21 Even 
though the preference for public sector employ-
ment remains high, few such opportunities now 
exist except in the GCC and Jordan, which seem 
to be able to sustain public sector employment 
(box 3.1; annex 2, table A.6).

Unequal access to schooling in Yemen, one of 
the poorest countries, is not surprising. In such 
poor countries, access to schools, especially at the 
secondary level, is generally limited to larger cities 
and richer families because governments lack the 
resources to build and run schools more widely. Yet, 
Iraq’s similarity to Yemen is surprising, given that 
Iraq is an oil-rich nation with a GDP per capita four 
times higher than that of Yemen, with a sizeable 
middle class and a mostly urban population. The 
inequality of opportunity observed in educational 
attainment in Iraq testifies in part to the effects of 
years of sanctions and war that have undermined 
the government’s capacity to provide schooling.

Arab countries fail to provide the skills needed 
for the workforce partly because there are too few 
school facilities and qualified teachers. In most 
non-Arab countries, higher education and a univer-
sity degree generally ensure positive labour market 
outcomes among the recipients. However, in many 
parts of the Arab region, already high unemploy-
ment rates tend to rise with skill level, and vulner-
ability to unemployment appears highest among 
people with secondary educational attainment.11 
This fosters a deep sense of disappointment and 
discouragement among youth and pushes many 
young people to hide out in the educational system 
rather than face a desperate job search. 

Joining the labour market

Among world regions, the Arab region has the highest 
rate of labour force exclusion among young women. 
More than two thirds of women in Arab countries  in the 
15–29 age-group are not in the labour force, compared 
with 20 percent among young Arab men and 50 percent 
among young women worldwide (annex 2, figure A.7).12

3.3	
A tough 
school-to-
work
transition



79

Box 3.1  Steffen Hertog Characteristics of the GCC labour market

All GCC labour markets share two fundamental 
characteristics: private labour markets are dom-
inated by foreigners, and the role of government 
is outsized in employing nationals.

The main economic causes of GCC labour mar-
ket segmentation are essentially the same across 
cases: employer-driven open migration regimes 
leading to large imports of cheap, low-skilled 
workers, gaps in labour rights between nationals 
and foreigners within and across sectors, and 
generous public employment policies.

Although around 20 percent of nationals typ-
ically have a public sector job in developed and 
developing countries, there are more nationals 
in the public sector than in the private sector in 
all GCC countries. Average wages for nationals 
in government are higher; benefits are better; 
working hours are shorter, and jobs are more 
secure.

GCC governments have historically used gov-
ernment employment as the main channel for 
sharing wealth with their citizens. As states and 
economies have matured and populations grown, 

the economic rationale for this form of patron-
age has become less obvious, while distortions 
have become more salient. Thus, government 
employment is rationed in the lower-rent GCC 
countries (Bahrain, Oman and Saudi Arabia), 
leading to highly inequitable distribution. This 
removes national talent from the private sector 
and parks it in often-idle public sector jobs. It 
severs the link between local business and the 
citizenry. It weakens the incentives to acquire an 
education relevant to the modern economy, and 
it creates overhead costs and, arguably, weak-
ens the quality of administration. As the GCC’s 
working-age populations continue to grow at 2 
percent or more a year, mass government em-
ployment is also becoming fiscally unsustainable. 
The experience of the 1980s and 1990s shows 
that public salary spending tends to crowd out 
development spending in austere times because 
the former is difficult to eliminate. Already, sala-
ries and benefits as a share of total government 
spending in most GCC countries lie considerably 
above the global average.

Figure B3.1.1  Distribution of employment by sector and nationality in the GCC

Source: Labour Market Regulatory Authority (Bahrain), Public Authority for Civil Information (Kuwait), Central Bank (Oman), 
Qatar Statistics Authority, Central Department of Statistics (Saudi Arabia), report team estimates combined with 2005 
census data (United Arab Emirates).
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At the same time, in combination with low prev-
alent wages in the private sector, the lure of 
government employment leads to low labour 
market participation among nationals. Many 
young adults are in a state of waithood, remain-
ing on stand-by until they are hired by govern-
ment instead of actively searching for jobs in the 
private sector. Labour market participation rates 
among nationals in the GCC range from 36 to 51 
percent, compared with two thirds in advanced 
economies. The rates are especially low among 
women, for whom fewer government jobs are 
available (with the partial exception of Kuwait).

The private sector is characterized by low la-
bour productivity owing to its dependence on 
low-skilled migrants and the rigid sponsorship 
system, which undermines labour mobility, 
thereby weakening the incentives for skill ac-
cumulation and efficient matching. In all GCC 
countries but Oman, labour productivity has 
declined since 1990 despite rapid economic 
growth. This pattern is shared by all high-rent 
countries worldwide that strongly rely on mi-
grant labour. The old distributional model is 
gradually becoming obsolete, but a new one is 
not yet available.

Note: Steffen Hertog is professor at the London School of Economics and Political Science.

High youth unemployment rates are one of the 
most distinctive features of Arab labour markets. 
They have been nearly twice as high as the rates in 
other global regions since the early 1990s (figure 
3.2). The ILO estimates that youth unemployment 
will keep rising, reaching 29.1 percent in the Mid-
dle East and 30.7 percent in North Africa by 2019, 
whereas the peak rate in other world regions will 
not exceed 18 percent.22 Moreover, while un-
employment rates have surged in, for example, 
the European Union in recent years, Europe has 
a functioning social welfare system. In the Arab 
region, many youth are excluded from work al-
together or are engaged in temporary marginal 
informal activities.23

 In some Arab countries, unemployment du-
ration exceeds a year for more than half of their 
youth without work, and fewer than 10 percent 
find new jobs within a month. Such periods of 
unemployment among job seekers can have 
serious consequences beyond income. Extend-
ed unemployment causes skills to wither. The 
damage to health may be as extensive. Psychol-
ogists associate unemployment with anxiety, low 
self-esteem and depression. The longer youth are 
unemployed, the more detrimental are the effects 
on health. Long-term joblessness also increases 
the risk of not reentering the labour force. Em-
ployers are less likely to hire candidates who have 
been jobless for more than six months.24

One explanation for the long periods of unem-
ployment is insufficient labour demand. More 
than 40 percent of youth in some Arab coun-
tries believe there are not enough jobs available 
(annex 2 table A.7). In some countries such as 
Jordan and Tunisia, the mismatch between job 
requirements and applicant qualifications is a 
substantial barrier to finding a decent job.

Personal contacts play a central role in youth’s 
ability to find jobs. Friends and relatives are the 
dominant resource (more than 70 percent) for 
youth in Egypt and Palestine, though in Jordan 
and Tunisia visiting and socializing with potential 
employers take on increasing importance (annex 
2 table A.8).

Among young women, unemployment rates 
are the highest in the world, almost double the 
rates among young Arab men, 48 versus 23 per-
cent.25 Similarly, the ratio of the share of women 
to the share of men in vulnerable employment 
in the region is the world’s highest (177 percent 
versus 102 percent in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean countries and 121 percent in sub-Saharan 
Africa).26 Women also receive lower wages than 
men in the Arab region.27 Adjusted for age, ed-
ucation and experience, the male-female wage 
gap reached 20 percent in Jordan, 25 percent in 
Palestine and 35 percent in Egypt in the public 
sector. The wage gap is far wider in the private 
sector, reaching 80 percent in Egypt.28
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is skewed towards new SMEs or large firms. There 
is limited empirical evidence that SMEs are an im-
portant source of jobs or growth, and productivity 
growth in large firms is small or negative.34 What 
investment exists is tilted towards real estate and 
resource extraction.35 These investment distortions 
have held back any real expansion in the region’s 
manufacturing base over the past 20 years.

A key constraint to developing the private sector 
is access to credit. The relative share of Arab firms 
reporting difficulties with credit is 39 percent, the 
second largest in the world, and the share of firms 
using banks to finance investments is 7 percent, 
the smallest in the world.36 These challenges are 
faced disproportionately by smaller firms.37 Public 
banks tend to dominate the banking systems, and 
they favour large, well-established firms, mirroring 
the behaviour of private investors.38

Another institutional straitjacket is the red tape 
private firms must deal with in doing business. 
Some of it is unique to the region, such as export 
restrictions.39 Inefficient customs processes are also 
impediments.40 Although many business policies are 
comparable with those elsewhere, Arab governments 
do not implement them reliably. Existing policies 
should be enforced rather than rewritten.41 This is 
clear in the World Bank’s Doing Business indicators, 
which find that the policy environment in the region 
is similar to that in East Asia and the Pacific and 
more substantial than those in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, South Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa.42

Inadequate physical infrastructure (roads, phone 
networks, and the like) hinders productivity.43

Investment in infrastructure—measured as capital 
accumulation per worker—fell during the 1990s 
and 2000s following structural adjustment.44 

Economic growth in the Arab countries over the 
past 50 years has been accompanied by substantial 
volatility, a result of reliance on resource extraction 
and narrow fiscal policies.29 Arab countries have 
not incentivized private investment outside oil and 
gas, sectors that create few jobs. Macroeconomic 
and political instability discourages potential new 
market entrants and investment or expansion by 
established firms.30 Small- and medium-sized en-
terprises (SMEs), which often have the greatest 
potential for employment growth, are usually the 
most sensitive to this lack of stability.31

The lack of private investment, coupled with the 
inefficient regulatory capacity of most Arab countries, 
has stifled the emergence of a competitive private 
sector capable of creating employment opportunities 
among today’s youth.32 The structural reforms of 
the 1990s increased the role of private investment 
in the economy, but unproductive public investment 
still dominates. The ratio of private to public invest-
ment expanded by nearly half from the 1980s to 
the 1990s, but still lagged far behind the ratios in 
OECD countries and East Asia.33 Private investment 

3.4
Constraints 
on job
creation

Figure 3.2  Youth unemployment rate (% of total labour force ages 15–24, modelled ILO estimate), 1991– 2013

Source: World Bank 2015b.
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The variety of political and social institutions 
across Arab countries is also problematic. Dalia 
Hakura—using an index of institutional quality 
that includes quality of bureaucracy, rule of law, 
government stability and corruption—demon-
strates that the weaknesses of Arab political 
institutions likewise hinder productivity.45 Some 
analysts argue that poor institutional quality is 
the greatest barrier to the development of the 
private sector.46

Labour regulations stymie job growth. First es-
tablished in the 1960s and 1970s as part of a social 
contract in Arab countries, they hamper formal 
firms in responding to economic shifts, thereby 
discouraging small firms from joining the formal 
economy.47 Active labour market policies, includ-
ing national employment strategies, are also thin 
on the ground (box 3.2). Those that have been 
applied have shown little success.

Corruption, too, is holding back job creation. Many 
large, inefficient and politically connected private 
and public firms are sheltered from competition and 
protected by a policy environment remapped in their 
favour.48 Thus, rather than investing in new production 
facilities or productive technologies, firms waste re-
sources on greasing relationships with policymakers.

Many smaller enterprises do not join the formal 
economy to avoid the bureaucracy and regulation 
that are particularly onerous for smaller firms. This 
informality entails heavy costs, however, such as 
constricting the employment growth potential of 
Arab countries because informal firms are nota-
bly unproductive; worse, informal workers in Arab 
countries are less productive than their peers else-
where in the developing world.49 Nor do people 
employed in informal enterprises benefit from the 
protection of labour law, social security, health 
insurance and other key aspects of decent work.

Box 3.2  Active labour market policies: Promising rather than producing long-term jobs

Using active labour market policies, governments 
throughout the world have tried to help young job 
seekers join the labour market. Many of these poli-
cies are integrated policies, including training, public 
works programmes, wage subsidies and employment 
services. Some are run by the central government 
alone; others allow a role for the private sector.

During economic crisis, they have been effective, 
but, in encouraging longer-term private sector job 
growth, the policies have been largely redundant. 
During the 2000s, some were funded both locally 
and internationally, but implemented primarily 
through government providers. Most were of one of 
two types. The first relied on employment agencies, 
often combined with training programmes, such as 
the National Agency for the Promotion of Employment 
and Competencies, which was funded internationally 
and functioned as the monopoly provider of active 
labour market policy services in Morocco. The agency 
typified these programmes. It faced myriad bottlenecks, 
including graduating entrepreneurs who had difficulty 
accessing credit, subsidized job programmes that 
did not last beyond the subsidized period, vocational 
programmes that did not teach useful skills, and job 
placement services that put educated candidates in 
positions for unskilled workers.

The second involved cash-for-work programmes that 
had the immediate goal of creating employment, but 

a secondary goal of transferring skills to programme 
participants to boost their long-term employability.

National employment strategies supported by 
active labour market policies require reform. National 
employment strategies in Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, 
Palestine and Tunisia tend to rely heavily on active 
labour market policy–type approaches, which may 
help overcome short-term challenges, but are not 
deliberate policies aimed at job creation and educa-
tional reform. A randomized control trial of an active 
labour market policy in Yemen—the Labour Intensive 
Works Project—showed the programme to be effec-
tive at generating short-term work opportunities 
for programme participants, but not at generating 
long-term employability improvements.

While several Arab countries—the five above, plus 
Lebanon, Morocco, Syria and Yemen—have active 
labour market policies run by NGOs and donors, 
most of these programmes lack the design features 
associated with success among similar programmes in 
other contexts. Thus, they lack coordination between 
programme implementers and the government; their 
labour-market training approaches do not reflect in-
ternational best practices; they are not well designed 
for less well educated women and men; most lack 
any formal mechanism for communicating what the 
individual learned as part of the programme; and 
few are accompanied by monitoring or evaluation.

Source: The Report team.
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3.5
Policies that 
could help
labour mar-
kets in the 
Arab region 
Labour market programmes: a palliative, but 
not much more

Active labour market policies could play an 
important role in smoothing the transition for 
youth into the labour market. The related pro-
grammes, such as career guidance and match-
ing services, might help mitigate the challenges 
youth face after they leave the educational sys-
tem, including offsetting the weak social safety 
nets for the unemployed and supporting entre-
preneurship among youth.50

Vocational training programmes are often 
considered a cost-effective way of addressing 
youth employment. The differences in youth 
unemployment rates in Europe between coun-
tries with well-developed vocational training 
systems and countries without these systems 
are often offered as evidence of the value 
of the systems.51 Yet, while apprenticeship 
programmes have positive impacts on em-
ployment outcomes across many types of 
countries, Van der Sluis, Van Praag, and Vi-
jverberg (2005) conclude, after reviewing 
the effects, that there is only mild evidence 
of a positive influence on entrepreneurship.52 
On-the-job training and private rather than 
public sector programmes appear more ef-
fective.53 However, these conclusions are 
complicated by the adverse selection bias 
of these programmes.

Meanwhile, in the Arab world, the evidence 
is still limited.54 Recent studies in Morocco find 
that unemployment rates among individuals 
participating after graduation in programmes 

at a vocational training centre are roughly one-
half the rates among other graduates (annex 2,  
figure A.8). Youth who undergo more extensive 
training are less likely to be unemployed after-
wards.55

Realizing the benefits that vocational training 
could have among young workers requires 
that two obstacles be removed: the apparent 
limited interest by the international community 
in supporting these efforts and the stigma 
associated with vocational training among the 
Arab public, which views vocational training 
as less desirable than other educational op-
tions.56 One approach to overcoming these 
obstacles would be to encourage researchers 
throughout the region to explore the impacts 
of and best practices in vocational training. 
Entrepreneurship programmes such as the 
ILO’s Know about Business often prove to 
be good potential sources of job creation.57 
These programmes frequently involve coor-
dination with the private sector and focus 
on providing skills to help young people start 
businesses. Evidence that they work is scant 
and hardly reassuring. A recent assessment of 
entrepreneurship initiatives managed through 
a vocational training programme in Morocco 
found no evidence of a positive effect. The 
initiatives enjoyed only 2–10 percent of the 
expected uptake.58 Data of the School to Work 
Transition Surveys show similar results: only 4 
percent of youth entrepreneurs in Jordan and 
15 percent in Palestine reported they benefitted 
from any type of training within the previous 
12 months.

Infrastructure: money well spent

Infrastructure investment has the potential 
to create significant short-term employment 
among youth. An additional $1 billion in infra-
structure investment could create more than 
100,000 short-term jobs in labour-intensive 
enterprises.59 If properly implemented, the 
long-term benefits of these programmes 
would also enhance the quality of public 
infrastructure, a key challenge facing the 
Arab countries. In particular, improvements 
in transport networks, which are often a key 
focus of these types of interventions, could 
be particularly beneficial for men and women 
in rural areas because it would expand their 
economic opportunities by enhancing their 
access to markets.60
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Investment support programmes: money not 
well spent

Despite the international focus on SMEs as a 
source of employment growth, access to credit 
remains tight for SMEs. The estimated financing 
gap is $2 billion.61 Few of the products offered by 
financial institutions meet their needs. Evidence 
from Lebanon and Morocco shows that, if these 
products do meet the needs, SMEs willingly bor-
row.62

The past 15 years have seen a rapid expansion 
in access to microfinance in the Arab world. In 
2000–2009, the number of microfinance bor-
rowers in Tunisia rose more than 35-fold (figure 
3.3). Yet, despite significant initial optimism, 
most of these programmes faltered quickly. As 
of 2009, the only countries with any likely future 
for microfinance programmes were Tunisia and 
Yemen.

Labour market integration: the jury’s still out

Labour market integration has long been im-
portant for the Arab world. Thus, employment 
in the resource-rich countries of the GCC 
has been a major source of export revenues 
(remittances) and jobs for other Arab coun-
tries. However, over 1990–2010, the number 
of migrant workers in the labour-receiving 
countries of the GCC more than doubled, 
whereas the share of migrant workers from 
labour-sending Arab countries fell from nearly 
half to only a third.63 Thus, while workers 

from Arab countries  in the GCC countries 
tend to be more highly skilled, which likely 
reflects human capital flight from the poorer 
countries in the region, the number of jobs 
available to them has not grown as quickly 
as the number of jobs available to workers 
from non-Arab countries.64

Identifying new approaches for expanding 
employment opportunities for Arab emigrants 
within the region has significant potential to 
ameliorate employment challenges in the 
poorer countries of the region. Demand- and 
supply-side programmes are more likely to 
benefit more mature workers with more 
experience rather than youth. For example, 
Mohamed Ali Marouani (2014) explores the 
impact of liberalization in contract-based 
employment in labour-receiving countries 
and argues that such reforms may be more 
feasible than other labour market reforms 
because the former are associated with 
fewer political and socio-cultural costs in 
host countries and may reduce human capital 
flight, while providing new opportunities for 
Arab graduates.65 Hoekman and Özden (2010) 
argue that this type of temporary labour 
movement is mutually desirable for sending 
and receiving countries.

The business environment needs to be upgraded

Improving the business environment could 
have a positive effect on labour markets. Arab 
entrepreneurs continue to face relatively high 

Figure 3.3  Growth in access to microfinance

Source: Report team calculations using Mix Market data and SFD Yemen 2011.
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Box 3.3  Jamil Wyne: Technology entrepreneurs in Arab countries

In a 2013 study of the challenges facing start-
ups in the Middle East and North Africa, the 
Wamda Research Lab surveyed more than 700 
companies, nearly half in technology. The study 
classified technology companies as companies 
involved in software development and services, 
e-commerce and online services, gaming, or 
telecommunications and mobile phone services.

Profile of the entrepreneurs
Technology entrepreneurs tend to be slightly 
younger, have more access to higher edu-
cation, have slightly less work or academic 
experience outside their home countries, work 
more often with co-founders and are more 
likely to be men than their non-technology 
counterparts.
Age: Over half the technology companies 
surveyed had founders with an average 
age of around 30 when the company was 
founded.
Gender: The majority of the technology com-
panies had male founders; only 16 percent 
of the entrepreneurs were women.
Education: Nearly all the entrepreneurs sur-
veyed had at least a bachelor’s degree when 
they started their company.
Expansion prospects: In the next one or two 
years, 70 percent of the surveyed entrepreneurs 
planned to open new offices either in different 
countries or in countries where they were 
already operating. Many hoped to expand into 

Saudi Arabia (26 percent) or the United Arab 
Emirates (29 percent).
Size: These companies were relatively small, 
with an average of 15–20 employees.
Challenges: Thirty percent of the entrepre-
neurs indicated that obtaining investment 
was a challenge.
Financing: Greater shares of technology 
companies received better access to import-
ant resources such as angel investment (28 
percent), incubation (24 percent) and venture 
capital (17 percent) than the non-technol-
ogy companies surveyed. However, only 8 
percent had obtained some funding from 
commercial banks.

Suggested improvements to benefit tech-
nology start-ups
Increase access to capital: Entrepreneurs 
pointed to challenges in obtaining investment. 
A larger pool of capital, comprising different 
types and sources of funding, could improve 
the access to finance.
Facilitate market entry: Many companies 
pointed to challenges in finding partners to 
help expansion abroad, as well as in general 
costs and legal hurdles.
Promote inclusion: The representation of 
women was limited at technology companies. 
This lack of inclusion suggests that enabling 
diversity in education and gender could help 
expand the pool of innovation.

Note: Jamil Wyne is head of the Wamda Research Lab, http://www.wamda.com/.

regulatory costs in starting and running their 
businesses, have less intellectual property 
protection than competitors throughout the 
world, and encounter significant inequity in 
how policies are implemented.66 Loko and 
Diouf (2009), using data from the Maghreb 
countries, demonstrate that reforms in the 
business environment, as well as reforms 
to attract foreign direct investment and de-
crease public spending, are important for total 
factor productivity growth. (Box 3.3 supplies 
information on some of the challenges facing 
entrepreneurs in technology start-ups.)

Reforming the business environment will 
require substantive change in how the economies 

of Arab countries function. Arab countries con-
tinue to make improvements in the domestic 
business environment. For example, about 
20 pro-business reforms were implemented 
between June 2010 and May 2011; 13 Arab 
countries made at least one policy change. 
However, because effective reform will require 
changing local and international perceptions 
of the relationships between governments 
and economic enterprises, it will likely require 
major political economy shifts. Though some 
Arab countries, such as those in the GCC, have 
navigated this challenge, it is not clear that the 
lessons learned will be transferrable to other 
countries needing reform.67
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Chapter 4 The new 
dynamics in the 
inclusion and 
empowerment of 
young women
This chapter assesses the varying 
degrees to which young women 
in Arab countries are empow-
ered or disempowered, included 
or excluded. Setting aside the 
stereotypes of subordination, 
it presents a nuanced picture 
of the changing circumstanc-

es of young women today, the 
struggle against injustice and 
the triumphs over injustice. 
The chapter shows how a new 
generation of young feminists 
is challenging the considerable 
barriers creatively and with de-
termination.
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in the eligibility for citizenship through marriage 
or through the birth of children. In 13 Arab coun-
tries, laws do not allow foreign spouses to gain 
citizenship through marriage to women who are 
citizens, and, in 10 countries, citizenship cannot 
be assigned to children through mothers only.4  
In some countries, children can gain citizenship 
through their mothers only in certain cases, for 
example if the father is unknown or has died or 
if there has been an irrevocable divorce. Women 
can apply for passports without the permission of 
their husbands or guardians in only 12 countries.5 
Many countries require women who are travelling 
to be accompanied by male guardians.6 

Although family laws differ, they tend to en-
shrine gender inequality by limiting women’s right 
to marry, divorce, obtain child custody and inherit. 
Family law or personal status codes remain a core 
source of symbolic and material inequality.7 Per-
sonal status codes embody a patriarchal bias that 
is legitimized by religious institutions and are thus 
difficult to challenge. The legal basis of the codes 
in most Arab countries is Muslim Fiqh (jurispru-
dence), which is supposed to reflect Sharia Law, 
but, in reality, reflects patriarchal interpretations 
of Sharia Law. Personal status codes largely codify 
women’s status in terms of male guardianship 
and authority. This framing of gender relations 
can sanction domestic violence, as a husband’s 
violence towards his wife can be considered a 
form of ta’dib (correction or discipline). In some 
countries, family law conflates rape with adultery 
or premarital sex so that, if a woman cannot prove 
rape, she is liable to be tried for zina (fornication).

The past decade has witnessed some 
improvement in the legal rights of women. In 
Morocco and Tunisia, personal status codes 
have been amended to support more egalitarian 
gender relations, and progressive amendments 
to laws and codes have been passed recently in 
Algeria and Bahrain. Moreover, while personal 

4.1
The
challenges 
facing young
women in 
Arab
countries
Various barriers restrict the freedoms of women in 
areas such as law, politics, education and employ-
ment in several countries, where discrimination 
often occurs in an environment of socially tolerat-
ed violence. However, across and within the Arab 
countries, the reach of injustice can vary sharply.

Legal barriers to equality

Young women across the region face legal barriers 
to gender equality. Among the Arab countries, the 
constitutions of 15 explicitly recognize equality 
between men and women before the law or feature 
anti-discrimination clauses.2 Among the Arab states, 
all but Somalia and Sudan have signed and ratified 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women. However, Arab 
signatories have entered so many reservations 
to the Convention that they have undermined 
its significance in the region. Indeed, despite the 
constitutional recognition of equality, most Arab 
countries have no laws that directly ban gender 
discrimination. Further, while several constitutions 
explicitly refer to the state’s commitment to protect 
women against all forms of violence, the commitment 
is often undone by the penal code, which is usually 
indulgent towards male perpetrators of crimes of 
violence against women, notably spousal violence, 
rape and so-called honour crimes.3 

Laws on citizenship rights are important for their 
symbolic and practical significance: they offer 
insight into the link between gender norms and 
the construction of national identity. Most laws 
show glaring differences between men and women 

“ My resignation is a warning to the 
government and a protest against 
its inability to evaluate the needs of 
women.  ”
Nawal Al-Samaraie, tendering her resignation as 
Minister of Women’s Affairs, Iraq1 
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general recommendations for the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women.11

Women’s presence in parliament does not 
necessarily signify an improved situation in 
the political realm, nor has it necessarily con-
tributed to gains in political rights or women’s 
rights in general. Numerical increases belie the 
complexities and conditions of women’s entry 
into formal politics. In some places, the intro-
duction of quotas has simply led to nepotism 
so that women relatives of sitting politicians 
are appointed. Women continue to suffer from 
unequal treatment and condescending attitudes. 
Women politicians do not yet enjoy the deci-
sion-making power of their male counterparts. 
In Iraq, for example, no women took part in ne-
gotiations to reach a compromise government 
after the parliamentary elections of 2010, and 
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs is only a state’s 
cabinet with no allocated budget.

Similarly, the inclusion of women in deci-
sion-making positions does not always lead 
to fresh measures to advance equality. Re-
searchers and activists in Iraq and Palestine, 
for example, have observed that quotas have 
enabled women in conservative religious parties 
to enter parliament, where they often support 
laws and regulations that undermine women’s 
rights.12 

status codes are a grim indicator of the extent of 
gender discrimination, they do not necessarily 
reflect the realities of gender relations or the 
gains that women are making by manoeuvring 
within the system, and some are challenging 
the laws and codes by proposing alternative 
religious readings and their own visions of 
equality.

Representation in formal politics

Limited improvements have been made in the past 
decade on women’s electoral rights and political 
representation.8 Globally, women account for 22.2 
percent of national parliamentarians; the share in 
the Arab region was only 18.1 percent in 2014.9 The 
share of seats held by women in parliamentary 
bodies across the region was below 4 percent in 
seven countries: Qatar (0 percent), Yemen (0.3 
percent), Oman (1.2 percent), Kuwait (1.5 percent), 
Egypt (2.0 percent in 2012), Comoros (3.0 percent) 
and Lebanon (3.1 percent) (annex  2 table A.9).10 

Quota systems in countries such as Iraq, 
Jordan and Palestine ensure the presence of 
women in representative assemblies from mu-
nicipalities to parliament. After introducing a 
quota in 2012, Algeria became the first Arab 
country to surpass the 30 percent target for 
the parliamentary representation of women put 
forward in the Beijing Platform for Action and the 

Figure 4.1  Female and male educational attainment in the Arab region, 1970–2013

Source: World Bank 2015b.
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while, for male children, the corresponding numbers 
ranged from around 2,200 in Oman and Qatar to 
351,750 in Yemen. In some countries, particularly 
those in the GCC, young women’s participation 
in education is rapidly outpacing men’s.16 Qatar 
and the United Arab Emirates have the highest 
female-to-male university enrollment ratios in 
the world. Even among extremely conservative 
families, young women’s educational achievement 
is often encouraged and prized.

In situations of conflict or poverty, young 
women’s educational opportunities are greatly 
reduced. The access to education among young 
women is less in rural and nomadic communities 
than in urban areas, owing, in some cases, to 
transport difficulties.17 Poverty, conflict and rural 
residence often have a similar effect on young 
men’s education. However, among women, these 
factors tend to intersect negatively with the 
characteristics of women’s gender experience, 
such as the high prevalence of early marriage 
in Yemen or young women’s burdensome care-
giving roles when families are disrupted by 
war, as in Iraq and Syria. Among those women 
who have access to education, school quality 

Education

Young women’s access to education has been 
improving, as most Arab countries have provided 
access to public and free education for most 
girls and boys (figure 4.1). Except for tertiary 
education, educational attainment among women 
has been expanding since 1970. Enrollment in 
primary education in developing regions reached 
90 percent in 2010, up from 82 percent in 1999.13 
In 2013, net enrollment among girls in primary 
education reached nearly 83 percent in the re-
gion, against a world average of 88.3 percent. 
The ratio of female-to-male primary enrollment 
in the region was 96 percent in 2013, against 
98.3 percent worldwide.14 Literacy rates among 
adults and youth are rising, and gender gaps 
are narrowing. In 1990, there were 90 literate 
young women for every 100 literate young men; 
by 2010, the ratio had narrowed to 95 women 
for every 100 men.15

The access of young people to education varies by 
country. In 2011, the number of female children of 
primary school age who were out of school ranged 
from 2,500 in Qatar and Syria to 597,200 in Yemen, 

Box 4.1  Aseel Alawadhi: Cancellation of the discriminatory admission policy at Kuwait University

On 25 March 2012, the Administrative Court of 
Kuwait pronounced a judgement in favour of a 
female student at Kuwait University that was 
the first of its kind in the country. The judge-
ment was followed, on 6 June that year, by three 
similar rulings for the benefit of other students. 
The judgements prevented the university from 
refusing to accept women students to certain 
departments based solely on the university’s 
admission policy.

A group of women students had filed lawsuits 
against the university for rejecting their appli-
cations to the Department of Medicine even 
though they had scored higher averages than  
male students who were accepted. The female 
students had graduated with honours from high 
school and had finished the first academic year at 
the Center of Medical Sciences with distinction.

Kuwait University had for many years followed 
an acceptance policy in certain departments, 

including medicine, distinguishing between men 
and women students. Men students were accept-
ed with lower averages than women students.

The court affirmed that the principle of equal-
ity is among the general constitutional principles 
on which the rule of law is based. It indicated 
that equality, intrinsically, is equal treatment 
between people in similar situations or positions 
and unequal treatment between people in dif-
ferent situations or positions. In the opinion of 
the court, the defendant—the university admin-
istrative body—had set the minimum average for 
acceptance by the Department of Medicine at 
2,080 for Kuwaiti males and 3,020 for Kuwaiti 
females, although the two groups were in the 
same legal position of having passed the foun-
dation year at the Center of Medical Sciences. 
Considering this to be in violation of the principle 
of equality stipulated in Article 29 of the Con-
stitution, the court voided the acceptance policy 
based on gender discrimination.

Note: Aseel Alawadhi is visiting researcher, Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, Georgetown University, Washington, DC, 
assistant professor, Kuwait University and former member of Parliament.
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The share of women who work outside the home 
has risen in all Arab countries in recent years, 
but especially where women have benefited from 
government policies that seek to nationalize the 
labour force and lower unemployment. Women 
are working mainly in the public sector. In Jordan, 
for example, 82 percent of women’s positions are 
in the public sector.

Employed women face challenges in the region 
that are similar to those encountered elsewhere. 
They are often paid less than men for the same 
jobs, must carry the double burden of employment 
and domestic work, and must often struggle to 
be taken seriously or to acquire decision-making 
positions in the workplace. Many young women 
must also face prejudice and harassment at work. 
No Arab country has legislation prohibiting sexual 
harassment in the workplace. Young women in 
Arab countries, like all women, face discrimina-
tion in laws on pensions and benefits because 
men are considered the household breadwinners.

Statistics at a global level show that the higher 
the rate of gender equality, the more women 
have access to economic opportunities, that is, 
the more women are financially independent. In 
Arab countries, the high rates of gender inequality 
coincide with a lack of economic opportunities 
among women (figure 4.2).

is sometimes an issue. For instance, young 
women’s concentration in disciplines typically 
reserved almost exclusively for women, such 
as care-giving and certain services, can narrow 
women’s future opportunities by excluding them 
from better paying employment in supposedly 
male professional preserves (box 4.1).

Employment

In the past 30 years, the global economic situation 
has been marked by two interrelated phenome-
na that have contributed to the feminization of 
poverty.18 First is the transition from state-led 
development to neoliberal economics, which has 
been accompanied by an international division 
of labour that is reliant on cheap female labour. 
Second is the emergence of temporary, part-time, 
casual home-based jobs, alongside the decline 
of the welfare state in developing countries.19 
Privatization and restructuring have in many 
places—notably Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia—led 
to layoffs that have affected women relatively 
more than men. Thus, like their peers elsewhere, 
young women in Arab countries must toil dis-
proportionately to find meaningful, fulfilling and 
properly remunerated employment, especially 
in their first jobs after university.

Source: UNDP 2013; Women’s Economic Opportunity Index (WEOI); regional calculations based on EIU data 2012.
Note: The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is rated on a 0–1 scale, where a higher score indicates a more pro-gender stance. Here, 
GII scores are multiplied by 100 for ease of comparison. The WEOI is rated on a 0–100 scale, whereby higher values indicate 
better economic opportunities.

Figure 4.2  Gender inequality and economic opportunities
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Box 4.2  Hibaaq Osman: Girls in conflict

The instability and breakdown in law and order 
that accompany conflict make girls and young 
women particularly vulnerable to gender-based 
violence. The failure to protect them exposes 
an entire generation to damage, thwarting their 
dreams and pushing them to rethink their future.

In March 2015, the Office of the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Human Rights 
reported that Da’esh subjected Yezidi women 
in Iraq to sexual violence that may amount to 
war crimes and crimes against humanity, and 
that “the promise of sexual access to women 
and girls has been used in ISIL propaganda 
materials as part of its recruitment strategy”.1 
Girls as young as 6 years of age were raped by 
captors who viewed them as “spoils of war”.2 
They were “inspected . . . to evaluate their 
beauty” before being enslaved or traded and 
sold to fighters.3 

According to UNICEF, sexual violence in conflict 
is “unbearably common”.4 Such atrocities are 
perhaps the most acute example of the traumas 
faced by girls and young women in conflict 
settings, but there are also chronic risks that 
are equally significant. Fleeing conflict does 
not mean young women are safe; displacement 
still leaves them at great risk of gender-based 
violence, including rape and forced marriage. UN 
Women finds that many of the gender-specific 
problems displaced young Syrian women and 
girls encounter stem from cultural values that 
prevent them from leaving the home unes-
corted. This has a devastating impact on their 
ability to access basic and specialized services 
in the midst of a humanitarian crisis, when the 
cumulative nature of such obstacles has even 
greater impact. UNICEF finds that the share of 
Syrian refugee child brides in Jordan increased 
from 12 percent in 2011 to 32 percent in the 
first quarter of 2014. Syrian child brides were 
also significantly more likely than counter-
parts in the Iraqi, Jordanian and Palestinian 
communities to marry men 15 or more years 
older than them. Access to physical and mental 
health treatment from such trauma in times of 
conflict is severely limited, while the stigma 

around sexual violence in the Syrian refugee 
community makes it a taboo subject among 
victims, potentially preventing them from re-
porting incidents or seeking treatment. Such 
stigma can make access to justice a particular 
problem in the region.

UNDP has determined that women who 
are victims of gender-based violence in Libya 
tend to avoid formal, tribal and traditional 
justice systems, primarily for fear of being 
“publically shamed or blamed for the crime”.5 
This and the “lack of confidentiality, specialized 
staff, and physical reporting outlets” mean 
that gender-based violence is underreported 
and widespread, creating additional barriers 
to agencies seeking to address the problem, 
assess its scale and respond appropriately.6 In 
Yemen, before the latest conflict, literacy rates 
among girls of primary-school age were only 
74 percent compared with 96 percent among 
boys. If young women are to participate fully 
in the country’s future, then too many have 
already been excluded through lack of edu-
cational opportunity. Because of the ongoing 
conflict, youth displaced by violence now face 
huge disruptions in their education, and many 
will encounter barriers that will prevent them 
from returning to their studies.

United Nations Security Council Resolution 
1325 provides an important framework to un-
derstand what needs to be done to help young 
women at times of war and in pre- and post-war 
scenarios. However, the resolution itself has not 
prevented these atrocities. The recommendations 
of women leaders in the region, led by Karama, 
underscore that international organizations 
involved in peace processes, such as the United 
Nations and the League of Arab States, must 
make such processes inclusive, ensuring that 
women are adequately represented in at least 
30 percent of decision making positions. The 
women, peace and security agenda should also 
be given some teeth through the establishment 
of a mechanism whereby member states can 
be held accountable if they fail to implement 
resolution 1325 and related resolutions.

Note: Hibaaq Osman is founder and chief executive officer of Karama, http://www.el-karama.org/.
1. UN News Centre 2015.
2. UNHRC 2015, p. 9.
3. UNHRC 2015, p. 9.

4. UNICEF n.d.
5. UNDP 2015, p. 4.
6. UNDP 2015, p. 5.
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The effects of social and political conservatism

Conservative social and political forces form a rigid, 
insidious alliance against the empowerment of young 
women in Arab countries. Their gender discourses 
are not new in the region, but are now flourishing in 
unstable times. Their dissemination across borders 
is being fuelled by new media technologies. Whether 
religious or secular, they tend to involve a rejection 
of Westernization and the promotion of an authentic 
national or regional and often religious culture. As these 
forces expand their political power base, they more 
closely police women’s movements, behaviour and 
dress and constrict women’s choices. Conservative 
Islamic parties promote a normative and discriminatory 
gender ideology, treat women as legal minors and 
insist that women’s bodies must be fully covered.

The patriarchal society is repressive of young women 
for reasons of both gender and age because it favours 
not only men, but also maturity and seniority.25 Because 
of their use of social media, young women tend to 
be more globally well connected than older women, 
but this can lead them to be accused of turning away 
from the generation of their parents and becoming too 
Western. Changing fashions in clothing are common 
in global youth culture, but, in societies in which older 
women observe strict dress codes, such changes vis-
ibly separate young women and help target them for 
disapproval. Young women’s demographic position in 
a large youth population that is postponing marriage 
puts their sexuality under particular scrutiny.

4.2 

Family, 
marriage and 
reproductive 
rights
Changing family patterns

The Arab family is undergoing significant changes 
in many countries. In recent decades, patriarchy and 
family realities have encountered contradictions 

Gender-based violence

Gender-based violence affects women across the 
region. Some forms—such as “honour killings” 
and female genital mutilation (FGM)—affect 
young women particularly. The so-called hon-
our killings or femicide affect young women at 
higher rates than older women. In Jordan, for 
example, 81 percent of victims are under 30, 
and the largest subcategory of victims is aged 
19–24.20 The dangerous practice of FGM relates 
particularly to young women. Although usually 
carried out during childhood, it is entwined with 
ideas of sexual propriety and marriage prospects, 
which affect young women especially. Some 
Arab countries have set laws on gender-based 
violence, such as the 2014 law against domestic 
violence in Lebanon and the 2008 law on the 
protection against marital violence in Jordan. 
Draft laws on gender-based violence also exist 
in Algeria, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, as well 
as sexual harassment laws in Algeria, Egypt, 
Morocco and Tunisia.21 But these laws have 
yet to be passed, let alone enforced. Physical 
abuse is generally prohibited by law, but none of 
the Arab countries explicitly recognizes marital 
rape as a crime, and special protection against 
domestic violence is rare. Although repealed 
in Morocco in 2014, laws that allow rapists to 
escape punishment if they marry their victim 
remain on the books in various Arab countries, 
as in other parts of the world.22 

All these forms of violence are associated with 
deprivation, poverty and personal insecurity. Pov-
erty and rural residence usually correlate with 
FGM.23 Similarly, among the victims of the so-
called honour crimes, most are not only young, 
but also from impoverished families. A study 
in Jordan reveals a strong correlation between 
poverty and “honour crimes” among both victims 
and perpetrators.24 The physical and economic 
insecurity caused by conflict can be a lead de-
terminant in earlier or less-favourable marriages 
for young women (see chapter 6). Young women 
in conflict situations suffer from higher rates of 
gender-based violence. Such rates are usually 
even higher if the women also belong to a minori-
ty or marginalized group. No stratum of society 
is immune to gender-based violence; however, 
the ability to seek judicial redress or medical 
treatment or the opportunity to seek services 
to escape from gender-based violence depend 
heavily on a woman’s social standing and access 
to economic resources (box 4.2). 
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The greater educational attainment of young 
women is one of the main factors explaining the 
changes in the age of marriage. To pursue their 
studies, many educated young women are choos-
ing to delay marriage until after graduation. Even 
in the oil-rich countries known for their conserva-
tive gender norms, the rise in the share of young, 
unmarried women is apparent; the average age 
of women’s marriage in Qatar and United Arab 
Emirates is 25, but 20 in Saudi Arabia (annex 2  
table A.10). The general trend towards delayed 
marriage is also closely related to the econom-
ic crisis and the high levels of unemployment, 
particularly unemployment among young men 
because men tend to bear the financial burden of 
marriage. Establishing a home for a new family 
is becoming increasingly difficult in the current 
economic climate.29 

and challenges linked to economic development, 
demographic transitions, legal reform and women’s 
increasing educational attainment.26 Declining fer-
tility rates, changes in the structure of the family, 
widespread activism over women’s rights and a 
conservative backlash are all signs of the ques-
tioning of patriarchy.27 

Yet, marriage remains an integral institution in 
Arab societies. As in most countries, government 
institutions and laws enshrine marriage and rein-
force its centrality to the social fabric. Nonetheless, 
the emergence of a new social group, the singles, is 
an important feature of the changes in the family. 
The mean age at first marriage among women 
has risen: 50 years ago it was around 18; now it is 
around 25 (annex 2 table A.10). The highest mean 
is in Libya (31), while Iraq, Palestine and Saudi Ara-
bia are at the other end of the range (20).28 

 Female population,aged 15–49
Women 

aged 
20–24 

who are 
currently 

married, %

Total 
fertility 

rate

Married women 
aged 15–49 using 
contraception, %

Lifetime 
risk of 

maternal 
death
(1 in:)

In million % change Any 
method

Modern 
methodCountries 2014 2025 2014–2025

Egypt 21.3 25.2 18.2 53 2.7 60 58 490

Iraq 8.6 11.7 35.6 53 3.91 51 33 310

Jordan 2.0 2.2 11.2 36 3.12 59 42 470

Lebanon 1.4 1.4 -5.4 19 1.49 58 34 2,100

Libya 1.8 2.0 10.9 15 2.26 42 20 620

Morocco 9.2 9.5 2.6 37 2.71 67 57 400

Palestinea 2.4 3.4 43.3 40 6.36 53 40 330

Somalia 1.1 1.5 33.5 60 3.88 15 1 16

Sudanb 9.4 12.6 33.4 58 4.28 9 6 31

Syria 5.6 7.5 34.0 42 2.88 47 33 460

Tunisia 3.1 3.1 0.7 14 1.97 63 53 860

Yemen 6.3 8.5 35.8 57 3.83 23 13 90

Regional totalc 95.9 114.4 19.3 41 3.23 46 40 …

Source: UN DESA 2009, 2013c, 2014; Haub and Caneda 2011; WHO 2012; Iraq Central Organization for Statistics & Information 
Technology and Kurdistan Regional Statistics Office 2007; PAPFAM 2014.
Note: … = Data are not available. The total fertility rate is the average number of children a woman would have if current age-spe-
cific fertility rates remained constant throughout her childbearing years. Any method includes modern and traditional methods. 
Traditional methods include periodic abstinence, withdrawal, prolonged breastfeeding and folk methods. Modern methods include 
sterilization, IUD, the pill, injectable, implant, condom, foam/jelly and diaphragm.
a. Data for Palestine refer to the Arab population of Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem.
b. Population data refer to what is today Sudan (estimated at 80 percent of the total population of South Sudan and Sudan); other 
data refer to South Sudan and Sudan (that is, pre-partition).
c. Regional total includes all 22 members of the League of Arab States; those not shown are Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, 
Kuwait, Mauritania, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates.

Table 4.1  Population and reproductive health indicators for selected Arab countries
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pregnancies are very common, especially in poorer 
countries such as Sudan, Somalia and Yemen. 
These three countries have the lowest contra-
ceptive use (i.e., percentage of married women 
ages 15–49 using contraception) and account 
for 77 percent of maternal deaths in the region.37

Data on unwanted pregnancies, abortions, 
sexually transmitted infections and HIV/AIDs 
are difficult to obtain.38 Young women’s sexual-
ity and childbearing before or outside marriage 
are generally taboo. The stigma is reflected in 
how governments approach children born out of 
wedlock. In some countries, unmarried mothers 
cannot register their babies, and the children 
of unmarried parents have limited nationality 
rights. The actual choices and coping strate-
gies of young women who become pregnant 
vary greatly depending on their social and legal 
environment.

Lack of information and access to health care 
services among poor and uneducated women are 
the main factors in many unwanted pregnancies. 
In Morocco, of the 78 percent of married women 
who would prefer to avoid a pregnancy, 67 percent 
use contraceptives, and 11 percent do not. These 
11 percent have no access to contraception, an 
unmet need, which is usually more prevalent in 
the poorest wealth quintiles and among women 
with less education (annex 2 table A.12).39 

One particularly harmful consequence of unin-
tended pregnancy is unsafe abortion, especially 
where women face legal barriers to obtaining 
a safe abortion, that is, in most Arab countries. 
Abortion is illegal except to save a woman’s life 
in 13 Arab countries, and abortion is legal to save 
a woman’s life or preserve her physical and men-
tal health in eight.40 Only in Tunisia is abortion 
legally available without restriction.41 According 
to the World Health Organization (WHO), in the 
six countries of North Africa alone, nearly 1 million 
unsafe abortions were performed in 2008.42 Com-
plications from these abortions accounted for 12 
percent of maternal deaths in the subregion. The 
unavailability of legal abortion puts the weight of 
the state behind the existing dissonance between 
later marriage and the taboo on premarital sexual 
activity. The disconnect is especially notable in 
countries such as Lebanon and Libya, where the 
highest marriage ages combine with the strictest 
positions on abortion.

In the countries where abortion is illegal, 
seeking one is likely to result in different outcomes 
depending on who the women are and where they 
live. Indeed, a young woman’s socioeconomic 

In most poorer and more rural economies, the 
age at first marriage has not risen as much as 
elsewhere.30 Mean-based comparisons of this in-
dicator in rural and urban settings within countries 
produce surprisingly small discrepancies. Howev-
er, studies specifically measuring early marriage 
(under age 18) reveal that such marriages tend 
to take place in rural and impoverished settings; 
conflict and lack of education are also strong de-
terminants.31 

The legal marriage age is still below 18 years 
in nearly half the countries in the region (annex 
2 table A.11). Moreover, in most countries, a 
woman needs a waly (male guardian) to marry, 
that is, women are not allowed to marry without 
the authorization of their father, elder brothers, 
or uncles. Activism for women’s rights has made 
some encouraging advances. Morocco’s reformed 
Mudawana (family law) in 2004 set the minimum 
age of marriage among both men and women at 
18 years.32 Jordan’s campaign on the issue of mar-
riage age and the reform of the Jordanian family 
law of 2010 also aimed to raise the marriage age 
among young women. (Nonetheless, in Jordan, 
the law still provides judges with the right to 
evaluate special cases and rule accordingly. The 
special cases are not defined in the law, and, so, 
the paradoxical effect of the reform is that a girl 
can be married at any age).33 

Reproductive rights and marriage as a norm

The sexual and reproductive health of young 
men and women is characterized by a lack of 
access to information; sex education curricula are 
rare. Health service providers seldom recognize 
the need of youth for knowledge in this area of 
health or make youth welcome, particularly if 
they are not married. Apart from Tunisia, which 
undertook the most serious effort to establish a 
national programme to address young people’s 
sexual and reproductive health, such services 
are limited (Egypt, Morocco and Palestine) or 
non-existent in most Arab countries.34 

Precarious forms of marriage are also reported, 
such as temporary marriages practised under 
different names. The few studies carried out on 
these forms of marriage show that they favour 
men and that women are denied most marital 
rights.35 

Four married women of reproductive age in 
10 in Arab countries use modern contraception, 
in contrast with six women in the developing 
regions as well as globally (table 4.1).36 Unwanted 
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Negotiating waithood in the parental home

The social and legal treatment of women as de-
pendent individuals within the family as daugh-
ters, sisters and then wives produces frictions, 
especially among unmarried young women whose 
freedoms are constrained by family members as 
they grow older and continue to live in the parental 
home. Social and economic norms that cast men 
as breadwinners and women as caregivers shape 
how young women find marriage partners even 
if the realities are somewhat different for other 
reasons. The idea that higher education is inap-
propriate for women, especially if the education 
would require women to live far from home, is an 
obstacle in some settings, mainly in lower class 
and suburban areas.

standing can be as important as whether abortion 
is legal. Within each country, the level of service 
provision and class and wealth add an element of 
differentiation in the choices available to unmarried 
women. A middle-class woman living in a city where 
illegal abortion medication is easily purchased may 
have more choice than an impoverished woman 
in a rural environment where abortion is legal, 
but services are geographically and financially 
inaccessible. While young women seeking to 
terminate pregnancy in Cairo are likely to seek 
out drugs that are relatively easy to acquire and 
safe to use, women in rural areas are likely to rely 
on other means. In one rural area in Upper Egypt, 
92 percent of women who had had an abortion 
sought the services of a friend, neighbour, or 
traditional midwife to carry out the procedures.43 

Box 4.3  Islamic feminism across borders: the Musawah Movement

Musawah (equality) is a global movement for 
equality and justice in the Muslim family. It was 
launched in February 2009 at a global meeting 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and initiated by the 
Malaysian Muslim feminist group Sisters in Islam. 
The movement was a transnational response to 
the equally transnational problem of the use of 
Islam to resist women’s demands for equality. 
Musawah comprises NGOs, activists, scholars, 
legal practitioners and policymakers across the 
globe and approaches gender equality in the Mus-
lim family along three axes: knowledge-building, 
capacity-building and international advocacy.

Focusing on progressive and feminist in-
terpretations of Islamic texts to counter the 
male-centric interpretations of Islamic ortho-
doxy, Musawah highlights the efforts of women 
to reclaim their right to shape the religious inter-
pretations, norms and laws that affect their lives. 
Musawah starts from the premise that equali-
ty is a founding principle of Islam, and gender 
equality is therefore in line with Islam, rather 
than opposed to it. The movement rejects abso-
lutist religious understandings, and it critiques 
both the way Islam is used as a political ideology 
and the discrimination against women and the 
violations of fundamental liberties that often 
stem from this use. The approach also criticizes 
notions of feminism—necessarily imported—that 
have a Western or anti-religious bias.

Musawah has produced a working document, 

the Framework for Action, which advocates for 
initiatives based on Islamic sources, internation-
al human rights, national laws, constitutional 
guarantees and the lived realities of women and 
men and calls for reforms in law and practice. 
The framework offers the possibility that these 
various approaches can be in harmony with each 
other and that women activists can choose how 
to emphasize these approaches in their advo-
cacy according to specific needs and contexts. 
The framework has been adopted by Muslim 
feminists across the world, including those in 
Arab nations, and has informed their strategies 
for change. It has been an important tool for 
countering the rising dominance of conserva-
tive interpretations of Islam and the use of these 
interpretations in politics.

The transnationalism of Musawah is a core 
of the movement. Bringing together Muslim 
women from across geographical borders has 
been important in building solidarity, and women 
across the world realize that they are not work-
ing in isolation, but that they are fighting similar 
battles. Musawah’s transnational ties represent 
a channel that is important to women activists in 
sharing information and strategy. Musawah has 
established an affinity group for young women 
advocates, the Young Women’s Caucus, in which 
some 30 Muslim women under age 35 are work-
ing on issues among young Muslim women and 
based on the Musawah framework.

Source: Report team.
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political representation and gender-based violence 
and harassment. Because gender-specific injus-
tices are closely tied to wider forms of inequal-
ity and injustice, it is no surprise that, in much 
of the mobilization of women, gender-specific 
and broader issues are addressed together. This 
has been the case especially among the young 
women involved in the uprisings who have used 
the momentum of the protests and transitions and 
the climate of questioning authority to promote 
gender justice as an integral element of wider 
social justice. This was evident, for example, in 
the International Women’s Day gathering in Tahrir 
Square in 2011, where Egyptian women joined 
one another to ensure that women’s rights issues 
constituted essential claims within the broader 
issues being advocated, such as economic justice, 
freedom of expression and labour rights.

Some of the most powerful feminist mobiliza-
tions tackle gender-based violence and denounce 
the broader structural violence that underpins 
it. For example, a Palestinian feminist initiative, 
the Committee for Resisting Women’s Killing, 
has demanded the use of the term qatl al-nisa 
(femicide) so as to counter the legitimization and 
justification of these crimes and to respond to 
the reliance on the term “honour crime” by the 
Israeli authorities to promote the idea that such 
violence originates in Palestinian and Arab culture.

Women’s activism is diverse and stretches 
across the spectrum of traditional party-
based politics to lobbying, informal activism 
and alternative cultural initiatives. Historically, 
movements of women across Arab countries  
comprise different strands: liberal feminist, 
reformist, anti-imperialist, nationalist, Marxist, 
Islamic and Islamist. In a context where much 
of the population is sensitive to or supportive 
of Islamist-oriented political projects, Islamic 
feminist movements have emerged. Groups 
taking this approach concentrate on the radical 
transformation of Islamic jurisprudence or 
otherwise use Islamic arguments to challenge 
gender inequality (box 4.3). Examples include 
movements that focus on challenging male 
guardianship laws or that use religious texts to 
challenge domestic violence. Many women’s 
rights activists combine religious approaches 
with an international human rights framework, 
arguing that the two are compatible; an example 
is the transnational Musawah movement (box 
4.3). Other groups pragmatically shift their focus 
depending on the issue or the authority they 
are lobbying. Many initiatives across the region 

While certain freedoms during waithood are 
reduced, others are increased, such as the ability 
to pursue educational and social activities without 
the worry of supporting oneself financially. The 
family is also a key source of emotional and social 
support for many young women. This can be es-
pecially important for young women in migrant or 
minority groups who experience oppression along 
lines other than gender. In this case, the family 
may represent a haven from discrimination in 
the outside world. The often violent conditions 
under the Israeli occupation have bolstered a Pal-
estinian (neo-)patriarchy that is highly deleteri-
ous to women.44 However, a study of Palestinian 
women’s birthing experiences in Occupied East 
Jerusalem shows that husbands and family mem-
bers are the most important support for young 
women in difficult times.45 Embattled situations 
can strengthen patriarchal society, while also 
strengthening young women’s reliance on and 
appreciation of family members.

4.3
Young 
women 
mobilizing in 
a globalized 
world
From feminism to social justice

The political and social mobilization of young 
women was a conspicuous feature of the recent 
popular uprisings across the region. Young women 
not only participated in these protests, but many 
also took the lead in organizing them. Campaigns 
and activism have focused primarily on women’s 
rights and gender equality, addressing issues as 
diverse as legal rights (reforms of the personal 
status codes and the penal and labour codes), 
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and a lack of independence from the ruling polit-
ical class. The “NGO-ization”46of the women’s 
movement in the past two decades or so has also 
fostered suspicion of women’s mobilizations.  
The weighty presence of global funders has 
helped create a damaging view that feminist 
groups are “inauthentic” to local culture, or are 
“agents of the West”.   

Another major hindrance to women’s political 
organization is the undemocratic character of 
political regimes that suppress dissent and ban 
civil society organizations and public gatherings. 
Women’s groups often frame themselves as 
philanthropic or as community projects to avoid 
government interference. Another response is to 
seek refuge on the web to share information and 
mobilize (see below).

are pursuing a secular approach across a broad 
spectrum of political trends.

Obstacles to women’s mobilization

One obstacle faced by those mobilizing for gender 
equality is the suspicion that such groups are 
often met with.  One reason for such suspicion 
is the history of “state feminism” within the 
Arab countries.  State-building and modernizing 
efforts in many Arab countries in the 1970s and 
1980s led to policies pushing for women’s ed-
ucation and entry into the workplace alongside 
men.  Subsequently, in order to consolidate state 
power, women’s unions were incorporated into 
the ruling parties.  As such, feminism continues 
hold some associated with an authoritarian past, 

Box 4.4  An inclusive space: Egypt’s Imprint Movement

The Imprint Movement is a voluntary social or-
ganization founded by a group of young women 
and men in Cairo in July 2012 to confront a range 
of social issues in Egypt, from illiteracy to the 
plight of street children. It was founded in the 
context of post-revolution Egypt. Through the 
revolution, many young people became aware 
of the oppressive conditions experienced by 
Egyptians, especially by Egyptian women. This 
awareness amplified the voices of the women 
who were speaking out for social justice and re-
fusing to accept gender inequality. These voices 
were crucial because they broke the silent as-
sumption that sexual harassment is an accepted 
element of Egyptian society. Nonetheless, a year 
after the beginning of the Egyptian revolution, 
many young people were still struggling to find 
a way to make their voices audible. The Imprint 
Movement sought to create a safe space that 
was not divided by political rifts, where people 
from different backgrounds could work side by 
side to improve society.

Against this backdrop grew the movement’s 
first project, on sexual harassment. The project’s 
co-founders, having witnessed an increase of 
oppression and violence against women during 
the upheaval, started the project in a belief in 
justice and security for all. The project is based 
on two fundamental principles: nonviolence and 
the power of dialogue. It completely rejects the 
use of physical or verbal violence to combat 
harassment, believing that the only way to 

end harassment—itself a phenomenon of vi-
olence—is through respectful dialogue. While 
the emphasis is on learning practical strategies 
by taking part in the project, Imprint members 
learn about the power structures that lie be-
hind the phenomenon of sexual harassment, 
including patriarchy.

In addressing the problem of sexual harass-
ment, the movement agreed on the importance 
of including men in its work, which came natu-
rally as two of Imprint’s co-founders are men. 
During Egypt’s major holidays, when harass-
ment is typically at its worst, Imprint organiz-
es patrols in public spaces, made up of young 
male volunteers who intervene non-violently 
to prevent incidents of harassment, to deliver 
harassers to the police, and to help in filing legal 
claims against harassers. The patrols also act to 
promote positive examples of masculinity. They 
show that there is an alternative, that joining 
the movement against harassment is cool. The 
sight of men commanding respect without using 
violence or harassing women is as a powerful 
tool for change.

Imprint functions at the grassroots level and 
through advocacy, transmitting voices from the 
streets to the government through online media 
and through face-to-face meetings with offi-
cials. The movement relies on teams that work 
at various levels and aim at different targets, 
though all have the overarching aim of fighting 
sexual harassment.

Source: Report team with input from Nihal Saad Zaghloul, co-founder of Imprint.
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landscape of activism. The mobilization of women 
in street demonstrations, informal gatherings and 
online were often characterized by an overarching 
framework of dignity, which transcended differ-
ences among religious and political positions. This 
feature has been adopted and incorporated into 
many of the gender-focused groups that have 
been formed since the uprisings, such as the 
Cairo-based Harakat Basma (imprint movement) 
(box 4.4).

New research underlines that various politi-
cal streams have begun to coalesce under the 
banner of women’s rights. Research conducted 
on the February 20 Movement in Morocco and 
mobilizations focusing on the Moroccan family 
code that hinged on the debate between equality 
and the complementarity of the sexes represent 
instances in which feminism not only penetrated 
the social imagery of a new generation of activists, 
but also in which many of the young women who 
are mobilizing for equality are not anti-Islamist or 
anti-religious.49 According to many participants 
in the pro-equality demonstrations, this new 
generation has a much broader base and is will-
ing to advocate for women’s rights and gender 
equality, regardless of the different religious and 
political views of its members.

Research on women’s rights in Egypt highlights 
that various initiatives have drawn together young 
and older activists from diverse backgrounds and 
span different discourses ranging from human 
rights to Islamic feminism.50 

Another feature of contemporary feminists 
in Arab countries is their willingness to broach 
new and potentially sensitive topics such as 
gender norms, sexual choices and the politics 
of the body. Previously, only a few well-known 
intellectuals such as Nawal al-Sa’dawi and Fatima 
Mernissi were prepared to tackle such issues, 
which most activists felt lay beyond the pale 
of social, religious and cultural acceptability. 
But with topics such as sexual harassment, 
FGM and femicide now openly targeted in re-
cent feminist campaigns, an emerging group 
of young, urbanized and educated women’s 
rights activists is speaking to these issues 
more directly.

A common pattern is that women’s rights 
activists are sidelined by broader movements. 
The involvement of young women in uprisings 
and revolutions has not necessarily led to the 
inclusion of their demands in post-transition 
political landscapes. In the Iraqi Kurdish region, 
young women are often forced to choose between 
airing their gender concerns among mainstream 
feminist groups (which do not address their 
specific position as Kurds) or forgoing such con-
cerns so as to be included in the male-centric 
struggles for national liberation.47 The relegation 
of feminist demands was a feature of the ac-
tivism of young women in the recent uprisings. 
Thus, while the protests brought young men 
and women together in displays of solidarity 
with the struggles of women, young women can 
still be marginalized in male-dominated social 
movements, and many suffered abuse during 
the demonstrations.

A new political consciousness that transcends 
divisions

The massive participation of young women 
alongside men in the demonstrations, which 
included physical confrontation with security 
forces, has galvanized and altered political con-
sciousness in the region. Such involvement in 
new forms of protest and solidarity has inspired 
a new political image of women in which the 
wider public, as well as women themselves, 
recognize young women as important agents 
of change. Public perceptions were impacted 
most in cases where the involvement of women 
in protests represented a dramatic shift in 
their customary behaviour.48 Several feminist 
initiatives that have sprung up in the wake of 
the 2011 uprisings have been organized on the 
principles of participatory democracy, leading 
to grassroots entities characterized by less hi-
erarchy and bureaucracy. These initiatives are 
re-politicizing the NGO-dominated landscape 
of women’s rights and social justice.

The active involvement of women in the upris-
ings helped erode divisions within the women’s 
movement and build new alliances in the wider 
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The variations in the experiences of young 
women in each Arab country, especially between 
rural and urban settings, are significant. Although 
no group in society is immune to gender-based vi-
olence, the violence is often associated with other 
social and structural deficiencies and tendencies 
towards marginalization. Among young women in 
poor rural areas, lack of access to contraception 
is likely to be compounded by lack of access to 
safe abortion to end unwanted pregnancies; in 
contrast, women in cities have a larger range of 
options. Economic conditions within rural areas 
also contribute to the greater prevalence of child 
marriages and gender-based violence, such as 
FGM.

Nonetheless, within cities, migrant status and 
race can dictate the obstacles women face. By 
virtue of her immigrant and indentured status, 
a migrant domestic worker in the GCC has little 
room to challenge the pervasive structures that 
affect her life. Meanwhile, well-educated, non-mi-
grant, urban-dwelling, middle-class young women 
might have more room to challenge oppressive 
norms and structures, whether by joining an 
organization addressing taboo topics or through 
routine choices about non-traditional lifestyles.

While culture and religion are often central 
to discussions of women in Arab countries, the 
impacts of political economy are often neglected. 
Concepts of culture, stigma and taboo are pres-
ent in young women’s lives, yet these concepts 
are one part of the picture, not the driving force 
in inequalities. The negotiations in which young 
women engage vis-à-vis marriage and the views of 
their immediate families, for example, are closely 
related to changing demographics and econom-
ic necessity. For women seeking entry into the 
workforce, the realities and opportunities of the 
labour market are as crucial as any cultural sanc-
tion against women working outside the home.

The problems facing young women in Arab 
countries are linked to the dominant neoliberal 
economic model of the last three decades, which 
has failed to produce jobs or decent livelihoods 
for many of the young. Indeed, the challenges 
facing young women in the Arab countries have 
many parallels with those facing women living 
in other parts of the global South and some in 
the global North. Culture and political economy 
are intertwined. While the former calls for public 
education, changes in attitudes and religious 
reform, the latter requires structural change 
without which it will not be possible for women 
to achieve sustainable advances.

4.4 
Removing 
the cultural 
and economic 
obstacles 
to women’s 
equality
Although the experiences of young women in 
Arab countries have much in common, they are 
greatly affected by different specificities in the 
various political, legal and economic contexts 
across countries. The plight of young women in 
Iraq, Palestine and Syria, for example, is inextri-
cably linked to the conflicts in those countries; 
war is leading to first-hand experiences of vio-
lence and displacement among young women 
that their counterparts living in relative peace do 
not face. Many women in the Gulf States, for ex-
ample, occupy a complex gendered space where 
wealth and economic privilege, at least among 
women who are citizens, rather than migrant 
workers, are confronted by rigid social codes and 
constraints. These women are free from want 
and may never experience the violence of war; 
yet, they live without an elementary freedom 
of movement, of expression and of association 
and may have few means to challenge violence 
in the home.

The struggle against authoritarianism may 
push women’s activism more deeply online, 
while women elsewhere in the world may have 
greater opportunities for offline action. The 
activism of young women varies according to 
the shape of the particular popular uprising 
or revolution in Arab countries. This diversity 
of experience across countries needs to be 
recognized. Failure to recognize it will favour 
ignorance of the complex roots, forms and 
outcomes of the fight of young women in Arab 
countries for their rights.
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ation, young women are far from victims of cir-
cumstance.  Contrary to the mainstream global 
media depictions of women in Arab countries 
- which paint the latter as passive, oppressed, 
and voiceless – these women are negotiating and 
contesting systems of power in diverse, creative, 
and transformative ways. 

Young women in Arab countries are anything 
but passive victims.  Women in these countries, 
as in many other locations, are suffering due to 
instability and conflict, gender-based violence, 
exclusion and discrimination in work and educa-
tion.  These problems should not be downplayed.  
Nonetheless, despite and in reaction to this situ-
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Chapter 5 Health Status and 
Access to Health 
Services
Optimum health and well-being 
ensures that young people can 
grow and thrive. Inequities in 
health care usually stem from 
social determinants shaped by 
wealth, resources and power. 
Yet, in some places, even where 
services are fully accessible, there 
are gaps in the quality of services, 
often for social and economic 
reasons.
Thus, the biggest challenges 
in health care may lie outside 
the field of health in the wider 

socioeconomic context. Yet, 
because individual behaviour 
affects health promotion and 
disease prevention if the en-
vironment is not supportive, 
governments must improve 
the health care environment.1 

While giving young people all 
the facts about how their own 
decisions impact their health and 
well-being, governments must 
encourage young people to make 
the healthy choice, so that they 
live longer and healthier lives.2 
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gains in child health and steep falls in infant and 
under-5 mortality rates. However, these gains need 
now to be matched through similar investments 
in the second and third decades of life.6 

Challenges to improving health among youth

Understanding youth health and planning for 
interventions depend on accurate, up-to-date 
data for monitoring and evaluation. Yet, globally 
comparable data for measuring the health status, 
health risks, and protective factors among the 
15–29 age-group are in short supply.7 At least 
three global surveys provide health-specific data 

5.1
The health 
status of 
youth
Health is rarely a primary objective for any person. 
Rather it is a resource for everyday living. Health 
as a resource suggests that the concept has utility 
in the minds of people and professionals beyond 
itself.3  When asked to define health, people usually 
use terms such as the capacity or ability to engage 
in various activities, fulfill roles, and meet the 
demands of daily life.4 The interactions between 
health and social conditions are inseparable.

Youth well-being is generally an indicator of future 
adult well-being. The health of youth is affected 
by factors beginning with conception; as in turn 
adult health is affected by youth health.5 The past 
decades have witnessed impressive worldwide 

“ Good health is both a driver and a 
beneficiary of economic growth and 
development. Ill health is both a conse-
quence and a cause of poverty.  ”
A Million Voices: The World We Want
(UN 2013c.)

Box 5.1  Hadeel Abou Soufeh: Disability, access to services and basic rights

As a wheelchair user, Hadeel from Jordan, who 
survived a car accident at age 11, faces daily 
obstacles that restrict her mobility and choices. 
She offers a few examples of these problems, 
which are shared by many other people with 
disabilities across the region.
•	 Lack of physical infrastructure to accommodate 

her wheelchair; the absence of slopes, elevators 
and accessible restrooms

•	 Stereotypes and judgements according to 
which the disabled are incapable of doing 
anything unaided

•	 The looks of superiority, arrogance, or pity
•	 Lack of specialized transport facilities for 

persons with physical restrictions
•	 Lack of parking spaces for wheelchair users; if 

the spaces do exist, lack of enforcement against 
people who use them, but do not need them

•	 Reluctance of private or public institutions to 
hire people in wheelchairs because of biases 

about their abilities
The main problem in Jordan is the failure to 

implement the Law on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, issued in 2007 by virtue of a 
royal decree, and the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities.

Policies that could help solve these problems 
include the following:
•	 Ensuring real integration by adopting and 

enforcing every article of the Convention
•	 Developing an annual budget within government 

programmes and projects and stipulating 
environmental arrangements to accommodate 
people with disabilities

•	 Building and maintaining equipped transport 
through a special plan of the Ministry of 
Transportation

•	 Conducting awareness programmes in schools, 
universities and the media on the rights of 
people with disabilities

Note: Hadeel Abou Soufeh was a participant in the report’s youth consultative group meeting.
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together equally and meaningfully to enhance the 
development of youth. The relationships can be 
controlled by adults or youth, or the control can be 
shared. Research in Lebanon indicates that young 
people value relationships with adults and more 
active engagement and that such engagement has 
a positive impact on their well-being.14 

Youth across the Arab region have used their 
voices to become agents of change in health care. 
For example, a variety of youth-led initiatives have 
been developed in the Arab region such as the 
Y-Peer network, the Arab network for Sexual and 
Reproductive Health and Rights, and the Middle East 
and North Africa Youth Network of the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

The Report team organized two forums with 
youth from Arab countries in the 18–29 age-group. 
These young people raised three main concerns over 
the health status in their respective countries: the 
deteriorating health status among women, the lack 
of awareness of health risks and differential health 
service provision between the public and private 
sectors (annex 2  table A.14).

The main causes of youth mortality and morbidity

With two exceptions, all Arab countries have suc-
ceeded in reducing youth mortality over the past 
decades (figure 5.1). In Iraq, the rate rose by around 
6 per 1,000 population, while, in Syria, it surged 
almost fourfold. In both cases, the increases may 
be attributed to the continuing conflicts in the two 
countries. In the other Mashreq countries, the rates 
fell, notably, in Lebanon, where the rate dropped 
in 2012 to almost one ninth the rate in 1990. All 

on younger adolescents in the 13–15 age-group, but 
surveys rarely produce health data on the 16–18 
age-group, and none cover the 15–29 age-group 
(annex 2 table A.13).8 The gap must be closed.

Health care systems in Arab countries also suf-
fer from insufficient capacity to deal with youth 
health needs, which is a worldwide pattern.9 A 
2012 review of the history of population health 
care services that was not limited or necessarily 
specific to young people indicates that the access 
to and utilization of health care services remain a 
great concern, especially for vulnerable groups 
(box 5.1).10 Barriers exist and relate to, for example, 
exclusion of services (dental and mental health 
care are excluded from the health basket), access 
(transport issues and remoteness), culture and 
society (gender, nationality, religion, ethnicity 
and health literacy), functions (administrative 
hurdles), the supply side (information technology) 
and finance (out-of-pocket fees). This is the grim 
picture for the general public; the situation among 
youth is likely worse. Thus, for instance, a 2009 
UNICEF situational analysis concluded that health 
services and public awareness and informational 
campaigns on sexual and reproductive health are 
targeted only at young married individuals and do 
not address the needs of the vast majority of young 
people in the Arab region.11

Youth can be powerful catalysts in their own 
development and in the development of their 
communities.12 Youth participation in health pro-
motion efforts helps empower youth to become 
involved in their own development.13 Such efforts 
can be built up through intervention programs that 
include opportunities for adults and youth to work 

Figure 5.1  Trend in mortality rates per 1,000 population, 15–19 age-group, Arab countries

Source: WHO 2012a.
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Road traffic injuries and deaths: a plague among 
more well off young men

Road traffic injuries are the leading cause of death 
in the 15–29 age-group globally, and about 75 
percent of traffic-related mortality occurs among 
young males.16 In a comparison across 193 coun-
tries, five Arab countries were among the top 25 in 
the fatality rate associated with road accidents per 
100,000 population, and 10 were among the top 
25 in fatalities due to road accidents as a share of 
fatalities from all causes. Four Arab countries were 
the highest in the world on this indicator: Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Qatar and United Arab Emirates.17 

The global burden of morbidity and mortality asso-
ciated with road traffic events among youth suggest 
that these have implications for this age-group in 
Arab countries. The WHO Eastern Mediterranean 
Region exhibits the second-highest number of road 
traffic deaths per 100,000 population among WHO 
world regions, second only to Africa. Globally, road 
traffic fatality rates are more than two times greater 
in low-income countries than in high-income coun-
tries. In the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region, 
however, this trend is reversed: the rate is 21.7 deaths 
per 100,000 population in high-income countries in 
the region versus 8.7 deaths per 100,000 population 
in high-income countries globally.18 

The distribution of deaths by type of road user 
in the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region shows 
that vulnerable road users account for 45 percent 

Maghreb countries saw a reduction in rates, ranging 
from 4 per 1,000 in Tunisia to around 13 per 1,000 
in Morocco. The rates in Bahrain, Kuwait, and 
Qatar are the lowest in the region and approach 
the rates in high-income developed countries. 
Though the rates in the least developed countries 
are improving, progress is slow, and the rates are 
still unacceptably high.

In all Mashreq countries, Maghreb countries 
(except Tunisia), Qatar and the least developed 
countries in the region, the 25–29 age-group 
faces a higher burden of mortality, accounting 
for around 40 percent of all deaths among youth 
deaths (figure 5.2). By contrast, in Kuwait and 
United Arab Emirates, more deaths occur among 
adolescents (15–19 years), while in Bahrain, Oman, 
Saudi Arabia and Tunisia, more deaths occur in the 
20–24 age-group than the other youth age-groups.

The main causes of death among the 15–29 age-
group are almost equally divided among diarrhoeal 
diseases, lower respiratory tract infections and 
other infectious diseases; cardiovascular diseases; 
transport injuries; and unintentional injuries (annex  
2 table A.15).15 The main causes of disability-ad-
justed life years in this age-group are diarrhoeal 
diseases, lower respiratory tract infections and 
other infectious diseases; cardiovascular and circu-
latory diseases; mental and behavioural disorders; 
musculoskeletal disorders; unintentional injuries; 
transport injuries; other non-communicable dis-
eases (NCDs); and HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis.
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NCD burden is increasing.28 In the Arab region, 
nutrition-related NCDs are the leading cause of 
NCD deaths, the other risk factors being physical 
inactivity, tobacco and alcohol use.29 One-fourth of 
the adult population in this region is hypertensive 
and six Arab countries are among the top 10 
worldwide for diabetes prevalence. 30 Overweight 
and obesity are important public health concerns in 
the Arab region. Data suggest that 20–40 percent 
of under-18-year-olds are overweight or obese in 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United 
Arab Emirates (annex 2 figure A.10).31  

Sexual and reproductive health: a delicate discourse

In Arab countries, sexual and reproductive health 
among youth is often a sensitive topic surrounded 
by political and cultural barriers: some countries 
still have significant proportions of 15–19-year-
olds marrying; FGM remains a problem in some 
countries, and young people are engaging in 
sexual relations outside marriage or in alternative 
marriage arrangements, particularly in countries 
with a higher mean age of marriage.32 

Arab countries have experienced an overall 
trend towards delayed marriage, but there are, 
nonetheless, population groups among which 
early marriage and childbearing remains common. 
In Arab countries overall, 15 percent of women in 
the 20–24 age-group had married prior to age 
18.  According to the available data, 0–14 percent 
of girls in Arab countries marry by the age of 15, 
and from 2 to 34 percent marry by the age of 18.33 

The highest rates of early marriage occur in the 
least developed countries, Comoros, Mauritania, 
Sudan and Yemen. A report of the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA 2012a) indicates that 
two Arab countries (Sudan and Yemen) showed 
rates of 30 percent or more of women currently 
aged 20–24 who had married before they were 
18. Algeria, Jordan, Lebanon and Tunisia show the 
lowest rates of early marriage among girls in Arab 
countries on which data are available (figure 5.3). 
Cultural and traditional values in Arab countries 
encourage families to have daughters marry before 
age 18. Girls who marry early are pressured by 
their families to have children quickly, and they are 
more likely to have less knowledge about family 
planning and sexual and reproductive health than 
their older counterparts; they and their offspring 
thus face greater health risks. A recent UNICEF 
report (2014a) provides some hope, indicating 
that, among all regions, the Middle East and North 
Africa “Made the fastest progress in reducing child 

of fatalities (annex 2 figure A.9). However, in high-
income countries, 63 percent of fatalities occur 
among car occupants.19 Men account for 75 percent 
of fatalities associated with road traffic events in 
the same WHO region, and 63 percent of fatalities 
occur among the 15–44 age-group.20 

This does not tell the whole story: it is estimat-
ed that there are at least 20 nonfatal road traffic 
injuries for every road traffic fatality.21 Thus, in a 
hospital-based study on road traffic crashes in Libya 
in 2001–2010, individuals in the 20–29 age-group 
accounted for the highest share of traffic-related pa-
tients; men represented 81 percent of such patients.22 

In Qatar, a hospital-based study in 2006–2010 found 
that road traffic crashes constituted 42.1 percent 
of all injuries. Of these, almost half (49.4 percent) 
were among the 15–29 age-group; and almost 90 
percent (87.7 percent) were among men.23 A national 
study in Bahrain in 2003–2010 indicated that un-
der-25-year-olds accounted for 40 percent of road 
traffic fatalities. Within this age-range, death rates 
were generally higher among 15–19-year-olds and 
20–24-year-olds than among other age-groups.24 

Traffic-safety rules should cover five key areas: 
seat belts, child restraints, drunk-driving, excessive 
speed, and motorcycle helmets.25 Only five Arab 
countries require all passengers to wear seat belts 
(Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine and Saudi Arabia); 
two have comprehensive speeding laws and child 
restraint laws (Sudan and Tunisia for the former; 
Palestine and Saudi Arabia for the latter); seven 
have comprehensive drunk-driving laws (Lebanon, 
Morocco, Palestine, Qatar, Syria, Tunisia and United 
Arab Emirates); and three have comprehensive 
motorcycle helmet laws (Lebanon, Morocco and 
Tunisia). Enforcement is a problem, however. Only 
37 percent of the countries in the WHO Eastern 
Mediterranean Region rated the implementation 
of any of these laws as ‘good’.26 The problem will 
only grow; car use is accelerating in Arab countries. 
Between 2009 and 2013, 8 million additional vehicles 
came onto the roads in the same WHO region. Some 
NGOs have tried to raise awareness, particularly 
among youth, and to advocate for policy change 
and stronger legal enforcement.

Non-communicable disease: an increasing burden

NCDs are the leading cause of global deaths, 
resulting in two thirds of deaths worldwide in 2008 
and 2010; 80 percent of these deaths occurred in 
low- to middle-income countries.27 In the WHO 
Eastern Mediterranean Region in 2005, 50 percent 
of all deaths were due to NCDs, and the regional 
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The adolescent fertility rate—the number of 
births per 1,000 women aged 15–19 years—in 
Arab countries ranged from 2.5 in Libya to 110 in 
Somalia (figure 5.4). Many of these births are a 
result of early marriage.

FGM is concentrated in seven countries: Djibouti, 
Egypt, Iraq, Mauritania, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. 
However, it may exist in pockets in a few other coun-
tries. In the least developed countries, the incidence 
of FGM among women who have ever been married 
ranges from 23 percent in Yemen to 98 percent in So-
malia. Around 91 percent of such women in Egypt and 
8 percent in Iraq were circumcised early in life (annex 
2 figure A.11). Most of the cutting occurs between 5 
and 14 years of age. The majority of girls have had 
their genitalia cut and some flesh removed. In nearly 
all countries, FGM is carried out by traditional healers. 

marriage” between 1985 and 2010, halving the 
share of women married under age 18 from 34 
to 18 percent.

There are wide variations in early marriage by 
educational attainment and rural or urban resi-
dence.34 Across the region, the share of women 
who married early was 12 percent in urban areas, 
but 20 percent in rural areas; 17 percent among 
women with some secondary education, but 54 
percent among women with no education; and 7 
percent among women in households in the richest 
quintile versus 25 percent among women in house-
holds in the poorest quintile. Recommendations 
to decrease early marriages focus on changing 
social and community norms, initially by adopting 
policies that foster empowerment and enhance 
opportunities among women.
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with HIV is estimated to range from 6 percent in 
Algeria and Tunisia to 8 percent in Sudan.

Access to sexual and reproductive health infor-
mation and services is limited. Taboos on discussing 
sexuality and sex, except in a context of formal 
marriage, often prevent youth from obtaining 
information and other services.37 A 2010 survey 
among 10–29 year-olds in Egypt explored a variety 
of youth issues, including reproductive health.38 

Only 24 percent of respondents had talked to their 
parents about pubertal changes; young women 
(42 percent) had done so more often than young 
men (7 percent). Almost half (43 percent) of the 
respondents felt they had not received sufficient 
information about puberty.

UNICEF reported on the knowledge about HIV/
AIDS among older adolescents 15–19 years of age 
in all world regions. Young women in the Arab 
region had the lowest rate of knowledge among 
all young men and young women globally.39 Re-
search in Arab countries confirm this dearth of 
knowledge.40 For example, among 15–20-year-old 
young men in Saudi Arabia, only 51 percent knew 
that condoms could prevent sexually transmitted 
infections.

Differential access to sexual and reproductive 
health information and services seems to be 
mostly along lines of gender rather than any other 
characteristic, and, because social norms discrim-
inate against women, they are at greater risk.41 

Young women in the region are less likely to have 
information about sex than young men, less able 
to speak about it or protect themselves, and have 
less opportunity to access emergency services 
where and when they need them.

Mental health among youth: a dangerous age

Mental health issues are prevalent in about 
20–25 percent of youth populations worldwide.42 

In developed nations, this prevalence has risen 
drastically: five times as many college students 
scored high enough on the Minnesota Multipha-
sic Personality Inventory to suggest they had 
mental health problems in 2007 than in 1938, 
and rates are higher among young people than 
among any other age-group.43  In Oman, a 2006 
study by Afifi and colleagues found that rates of 
depressive symptoms among 14–20-year-old 
students were higher among girls (19.4 percent) 
than boys (14.7 percent) and range between 7.0 
percent and 19.0 percent. As part of the World 
Mental Health Survey, Oman carried out a survey 
in secondary schools in 2005.44 Mental health 

While FGM is supported by religious traditions and 
is socially accepted, the majority of girls and women 
living in areas where it is practiced believe it should 
end, though this is so to a lesser extent in Egypt and 
Somalia.

Little is known about the dynamics of the HIV 
epidemic in Arab countries because of a belief 
among the public that the region is immune to the 
epidemic. The sensitivity of the topic has resulted in 
denials in almost all Arab countries. HIV prevalence 
is currently classified as low in the region, despite 
pockets of high prevalence in almost all countries 
among key populations at elevated risk of HIV, 
such as injecting drug users, men who have sex 
with men and women sex workers. According to 
United Nations General Assembly Special Session 
national reports in 2014, around 290,000 cases of 
HIV were reported in Arab countries through the 
end of December 2013.35 The epidemic touches 
both men and women to varying degrees, ranging 
from dominance among men in almost all countries 
on which data are available, except Qatar, where 
the epidemic touches both sexes equally, as well 
as Djibouti and Sudan, where the infection is more 
concentrated among women.

Arab countries can be classified in terms of the 
HIV epidemic as follows:
•	 Countries with a generalized epidemic (prev-

alence >1 percent in the general population): 
Djibouti and Sudan

•	 Countries with a concentrated epidemic (preva-
lence >5 percent in at least one high-risk group 
and <1 percent in the general population): Egypt, 
Libya, Morocco, Tunisia and Yemen

•	 Countries with low prevalence (prevalence <5 
percent among high-risk groups and <1 percent 
in the general population): Bahrain, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria and United Arab Emirates

•	 Countries in which the magnitude of the epidemic 
cannot be determined because of a lack of data: 
Algeria, Comoros and Mauritania

Young people represent a rapidly growing share 
of the people living with HIV worldwide. In 2013 
alone, 670,000 young people in the 15–24 age-
group were newly infected with HIV, of whom 
250,000 were adolescents between the ages of 
15 and 19 years. In Arab countries, it is clear from 
reported cases that there is an annual expansion 
of the epidemic. UNAIDS estimates the number of 
people living with HIV in Arab countries at double 
or triple the reported figures.36 In Arab countries 
on which information is available, the share of ad-
olescents (10–19 age-group) among people living 
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that interventions against cigarette use have 
been successful.

Similarly, the Global Health Professions student 
survey assessed tobacco use among university 
students studying nursing, medicine, pharma-
cy, or dentistry. Data on third-year medical 
students across 48 countries (including eight 
Arab countries) over 2005–2008 indicated 
relatively high use.51 Current smoking among 
the students ranged from 12.9 percent among 
men in Egypt to 39.1 percent among men in 
Palestine. Prevalence rates were lower among 
women, from 1.2 percent in Egypt to 16 percent 
in Lebanon. Other surveys of university students 
across the Arab world indicate current preva-
lence rates of cigarette smoking of 29 percent 
in Irbid, Jordan; 14.5 percent in Riyadh and 11.7 
percent in Jazan region, Saudi Arabia; 21 percent 
among medical students in Baghdad, Iraq; and 
9.4 percent in Sharjah, United Arab Emirates.52  

Determinants of the use of cigarettes among 
people from Arab countries are similar to those 
globally and include gender (men are more likely 
to smoke); having friends, parents, or siblings 
who smoke, and having less knowledge of the 
harmful effects of smoking.

In the Arab region, water-pipe tobacco smoking 
is another predominant youth behaviour. Youth 
rates of the use of this method exceed adult rates 
in almost every study conducted.53  Global statistics 
on high school and university students who are 
now or who have ever used this method reveal 
alarming levels, often surpassing rates of cigarette 
use.54 Water-pipes are not a safe alternative to 
cigarettes: the toxicant yields and health effects 
are equal to or worse than those associated with 
cigarettes.55 Determinants are similar to those 
of cigarette use, including the social and policy 
environment.56 

Most Arab countries are taking part in the 
global fight against tobacco use, but are lax in 
enforcing rules. Thus, although Jordan and Qatar 
ban smoking in all public places, public tobacco 
use remains common.57 In 2003, the first-ever 
global health treaty came into force, with 168 
signatory countries. The Framework Convention 
on Tobacco Control sets out evidence-based 
strategies to control and prevent tobacco use.58 

Though not specific to youth, these strategies 
can have an impact on youth smoking.59  The 
Convention includes price and tax measures to 
reduce the demand for tobacco, as well as non-
price measures to reduce demand and protect from 
the harm of tobacco such as protecting others 

protective factors included being male and 
younger, having a good relationship with social 
contacts and sleeping 7–8 hours each night. Risk 
factors included abuse by parents, older age, 
being female, failing a year at school, a history 
of organic illness and a history of mental illness.

Based on burden-of-disease data for 2000, 
an analysis of patterns of suicide among people 
aged 15 or above in the countries of the WHO 
Eastern Mediterranean Region suggested 
that the peak age for suicide among women is 
15–29 years (8.6 per 100,000) and that suicide 
accounted for 20 percent of all deaths due to 
injuries among women in this age-group.45 Suicide 
rates among women and men were lowest in 
high-income countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates). 
Official statistics are likely to underreport actual 
rates, given sociocultural and religious taboos; 
likewise, mental conditions are underreported 
because of the attached stigma.46 

5.2
Risk and pro-
tective factors
Risk factors: Tobacco and substance abuse 47 

In the Arab world, the tobacco epidemic is char-
acterized by high cigarette use among men; 
water-pipe use, particularly among youth and 
women and lax policy enforcement.48  Tobacco 
use is estimated to kill 6 million people each year 
worldwide, a global figure expected to rise to 8 
million by 2030; 80 percent of these deaths occur 
in low- and middle-income countries.49 

The Global Youth Tobacco Survey has been 
conducted in all Arab countries.50  Survey results 
indicate that the share of 13–15-year-olds who 
have ever smoked cigarettes ranges from 7.4 
percent in Iraq to 35.4 percent in the West Bank. 
These rates are alarming at this young age, but, 
in most Arab countries in which the survey has 
been carried out more than once, decreasing 
prevalence rates have been found, suggesting 
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Other studies indicate that, in Egypt, the most 
abused drugs are hashish, stimulants, tranquilizers, 
hypnotics, and opium. Male university students are 
more likely to use these substances than females 
except for tranquilizers and hypnotics, for which 
rates of use are similar.67 Secondary-school students 
are most likely to use hashish; the main reason 
for the use is entertainment and socializing with 
friends. Sedatives and hypnotics are the second 
most widely used substances, to help cope with 
psychosocial problems or if tired or studying for 
examinations.68 In Bahrain, the risk factors in-
volved in overdose among young people include 
family problems, relationship problems with the 
opposite sex, unemployment and problems with 
school performance.69 In Lebanon, 10 percent of 
university students have tried tranquilizers at 
least once, 8 percent barbiturates, and 4 percent 
marijuana; women are more likely to have tried 
the first two, and men the last.70 Considering the 
size of the problem, there is little research on the 
prevalence or the determinants of drug use and 
abuse among young people.

Protective factors: positive behaviours, experi-
ences and characteristics

A variety of behaviours and systems operate to 
protect young people from health risks, though 
hard data are scarce. A common conceptualization 
of youth protective factors is seen in the Search 
Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets for Adolescents, 
20 internal and 20 external.71 Internal assets are 
“Characteristics and behaviours that reflect positive 
personal and psychological development in young 
people” and include the themes of commitment 
to learning, positive values, social competencies 
and positive identity. External assets are “Positive 
experiences, relationships, and encouragement 
and support young people receive from peers, 
parents, teachers, neighbours, and other adults 
in the community” and include support, em-
powerment, boundaries and expectations, and 
constructive use of time.

Global data provide evidence of the power of these 
assets in protecting young people from risks such 
as tobacco use, violence and early sexual behaviour 
and in enhancing thriving outcomes such as success 
in school.72 Research in Lebanon has found that 
internal and external assets are negatively associ-
ated with tobacco use, involvement in violence and 
victimization in bullying, and positively associated 
with self-rated health, school achievement and the 
relationship with the mother and father.73 

from exposure to tobacco smoke, regulating the 
contents of tobacco products and tobacco-prod-
uct disclosure, making packaging and labelling 
of tobacco products unattractive and pointing 
out the dangers of tobacco use, and restricting 
tobacco advertising. Of the 22 countries of the 
Arab League, 20 are parties to the Convention 
(Morocco and Somalia are not).60 

Abuse of alcohol is the third-largest risk factor 
behind disease and disability, contributing more 
than 60 types of NCDs and other diseases.61 It is a 
concern among youth because of the high prevalence 
rates of abuse and the younger ages of initiation 
to alcohol use in some countries.62 The religious 
stigma against alcohol consumption ensures 
there is a dearth of data in most Arab countries,  
despite anecdotal information on prevalence rates 
and data on per capita consumption.63 Although 
the Global School–based Student Health Survey 
was conducted in 16 countries in the WHO East-
ern Mediterranean Region, surveys in only three 
(Lebanon, Morocco and Syria) included questions 
on alcohol use.64 A recent review of alcohol harm 
reduction and control policies in Arab countries 
indicated that comprehensive policies are all but 
absent, largely because of cultural and religious 
reasons.65 

The information available on illicit drug use among 
youth in the region is limited. Epidemiologic trends 
suggest that age at first use is decreasing, and 
that cannabis is the substance most used among 
young persons in the 15–25 age-group.66 The 2012 
Atlas on Substance Use in the same WHO region 
indicates that Bahrain, Sudan and Syria have no 
data on illicit drug use among youth. In Iraq in 2011, 
322 young men and 106 young women under age 
17 were among the registered patients with drug 
or alcohol use problems. In Egypt in 2009, 18.9 
percent of 15-year-olds were reported to have 
used cannabis. In Morocco in 2009, the share 
of 15–17-year-olds who had ever used cannabis 
was estimated at 6.6 percent, and, in 2010, the 
share of those in the same age-group who had 
used cannabis at least once in the previous year 
was estimated at 4.6 percent. Of 13–15-year-olds 
in Morocco in 2010 who had ever used drugs, 84 
percent had used them for the first time before age 
14. In Oman in 2012, there had been an increasing 
trend towards substance use among young people 
during the previous five years. In Saudi Arabia in 
2010, medical students perceived alcohol and drug 
problems to be common among young adult men. 
In Tunisia in 2008, 3.8 percent of 13–15-year-old 
students had used drugs at least once.
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was negatively associated with the neighbourhood’s 
educational attainment—measured as the share of 
households including respondents who had more 
than secondary- school educational attainment—
even if other socio-demographic, economic, health 
and environmental factors were considered.77 

A report published in Lancet provides evidence 
on the impact of social determinants on adoles-
cent health (the 10–24 age-group).78 Drawing 
on multiple analyses, the report indicates that 
structural conditions such as GDP and income 
inequality within a country are tied to health out-
comes such as all-cause mortality among young 
men aged 15–19, as well as birth rates among 
young women aged 15–19. The birth rate data 
cover 14 countries of the Arab League; most have 
higher GDPs, replicating the patterns in the other 
countries on this link.

Youth in poorer Arab countries exhibit worse 
health outcomes than youth in richer Arab coun-
tries. Data compiled on health-adjusted life ex-
pectancy and mortality rates among three age-
groups (15–19, 20–24 and 25–29) per 100,000 
population in all Arab League countries confirm 
the findings in the international literature, re-
vealing increasing gradients of inequity among 
the 15–29 age-group (figures 5.5 and 5.6). The 
pattern was the same overall and across both gen-
ders: youth in low-income countries show worse 
outcomes than youth in lower-middle-income 
countries, who exhibit worse outcomes than youth 
in middle-income countries, and so on through 
upper-middle-income countries and upper-income 
countries. These variations accounted, in 2010, 
for a difference of 10 years in health-adjusted life 
expectancy across young people in the three age-
groups in low-income countries and upper-income 
countries and a fivefold increase in the mortality 
rates in lower-income countries relative to the 
rates in upper-income countries overall and in 
each age-group. As one climbs the income ranks, 
health-adjusted life expectancy rose and mortal-
ity rates per 100,000 population declined within 
countries in an almost perfect dose-response 
relationship.

Among men in the 20–24 age-group, inequities 
widened over 1990–2010 between the poorest Arab 
countries and countries in every other category of 
income (figures 5.7 and 5.8). While health-adjusted 
life expectancy increased and death rates decreased 
in lower-middle-income countries, upper-mid-
dle-income countries and upper-income countries, 
health-adjusted life expectancy declined and death 
rates rose in low-income countries.

5.3
Inequities in 
young people’s 
health
Health status, risk factors and protective factors 
among youth often show serious inequities 
within and across countries. These inequities 
frequently stem from the social, economic and 
political circumstances that create unhealthy 
environments. The landmark document “Closing 
the Gap in a Generation: Health Equity through 
Action on the Social Determinants of Health,” 
published by the WHO Commission on the Social 
Determinants of Health, places social determi-
nants of health squarely on the global agenda 
as the main drivers of population health and 
well-being (see below).74  WHO defined these 
determinants as follows:

The conditions in which people are born, grow, 
live, work and age. These circumstances are 
shaped by the distribution of money, power and 
resources at global, national, and local levels.75

The social inequities lead to different outcomes 
in well-being and health, including morbidity and 
mortality. These differences are unjust and nearly 
always preventable.

As a country’s GDP rises, rates of infant mor-
tality, under-5 mortality, and maternal mortality 
fall, whereas rates of life expectancy at birth and 
healthy life expectancy rise. For individuals, the 
results in the Arab world generally confirm the 
international literature on the links between 
social determinants (such as wealth, education, 
rural or urban residence and gender) and health 
(such as live births, stunting, anæmia and chronic 
disease).76 While some of the health outcomes 
are specific to children, and others specific to 
adults (included those aged 15 and over), the 
links have not been measured specifically for 
adolescents and youth.

However, some interesting analysis on the con-
nection between structural determinants (neigh-
bourhood variables) and health has been conducted 
in Egypt (respondents aged 22 and above). Body 
mass index varied by neighbourhoods in Cairo and 
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Source: GBD 2010.
Note: Based on World Bank country income groupings in 2014. LIC = low-income country. LMIC = lower-middle-income country. 
UMIC = upper-middle-income country. UIC = upper-income country.

Source: GBD 2010.
Note: Based on World Bank country income groupings in 2014. LIC = low-income country. LMIC = lower-middle-income country. 
UMIC = upper-middle-income country. UIC = upper-income country.

Source: GBD 2010.
Note: Based on World Bank country income groupings in 2014. LIC = low-income country. LMIC = lower-middle-income country. 
UMIC = upper-middle-income country. UIC = upper-income country.

Figure 5.5   Healthy life expectancy, 15–29-year-olds, by income group, 2010 (unweighted average)

Figure 5.6  Mortality rate per 100,000 population, 15–29-year-olds, by income group, 2010 
(unweighted average)

Figure 5.7   Health-adjusted life expectancy, men aged 20–24, by income group, 1990 and 2010 
(unweighted average)
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share of deliveries assisted by skilled personnel 
between rural and urban residents. This gap is 
highest in Djibouti and Sudan. Similar disparities 
were reported in antenatal care coverage and 
contraceptive prevalence between poorest and 
richest and between rural and the urban (figure 5.9).

Within the same gender norms, disparities are 
evident by income and location of residence (figure 
5.9). The gap in coverage in deliveries assisted by 
skilled birth personnel between the poorest and 
richest population segments is highest in Egypt, 
Sudan and Yemen. The gap is also evident in the 

Source: GBD 2010.
Note: Based on World Bank country income groupings in 2014. LIC = low-income country. LMIC = lower-middle-income country. 
UMIC = upper-middle-income country. UIC = upper-income country.

Source: UNICEF 2011c.

Figure 5.8  Mortality rate per 100,000 population, men aged 20–24, by income group, Arab region, 
1990 and 2010

Figure 5.9  Disparities in assistance by skilled personnel at childbirth, Arab countries

0

100

200

300

400

1990 2000 2010

UICUMICLMICLIC

N
um

be
r o

f d
ea

th
s

Births attended by skilled personnel (%)

Rural Urban

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 10090

Jordan
Tunisia
Algeria

Palestine
Syria

Iraq
Egypt

Djibouti
Sudan
Yemen

Births attended by skilled personnel (%)

Poorest Richest

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 10090

Jordan
Tunisia
Algeria

Palestine
Syria

Iraq
Egypt

Djibouti
Sudan
Yemen



119

In the region, adolescent and youth friendly 
health services have been implemented in Egypt, 
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Morocco. Process eval-
uations have been carried out on most of these 
services, but no known impact evaluations have 
been conducted.80 In all but Iraq and Lebanon, the 
services focus on youth sexual and reproductive 
health. Estimates based on global data indicate that 
the scaling-up of essential services in this service 
group in 74 low- and middle-income countries, 
including eight in the Arab League, had required 
additional annual per capita spending of $0.82 
by 2015.81 This is financially efficient in view of 
the cost of treatment and rehabilitation among 
adolescents now and, in the future, owing to the 
health problems avoided because these adolescents 
do not undertake risky behaviours following their 
experience with the services.

In Egypt, the services have shown mixed 
results. They have not been implemented in a 
comprehensive manner, and gaps exist. Interviews 
conducted in Egypt in 2013 with physicians, 
nurses and social workers in 10 clinics affiliated 
with the Ministry of Health and Population or 
managed by NGOs and supplying these services, 
as well as with two young anonymous clients (one 
young man and one young woman), indicated 
that young patients could not locate the clinics 
especially when they were in a hospital hosting 
such a clinic “Because there were no signs and, 

5.4
Health in-
terventions 
to promote 
well-being: 
adolescent 
and youth 
friendly health 
services
Adolescent and youth friendly health services, 
though initially focused on sexual and reproductive 
health services, have since expanded to cover many 
more areas, in great part because of feedback from 
youth explaining what they need (box 5.2).79 

Box 5.2   Domains and delivery of adolescent and youth friendly health services

The five aims targeted by adolescent and youth 
friendly health services are equity, effectiveness, 
accessibility, acceptability, and appropriateness of 
care, but many barriers—economic, social and reli-
gious—prevent young people from using the services, 
according to a 2007 review.1 Modes of delivery are 
varied and encompass delivery through inpatient units 
for young people, community-based primary health 
care centres, school or university health services, gen-
eral community centres, pharmacies and outreach.

The 2007 review, which examined studies world-
wide (including in developing countries) to gather 
information on the effectiveness of these services 
in any delivery mode, showed that the services 
tended to enhance access to care, reduce health risk 

behaviours (although only four studies investigated 
this issue, three of which were on sexual behaviour), 
and improve provider performance after training.2 

The review suggested that, although the evidence 
was promising and although high-order principles 
such as the fulfillment of human rights compel one 
to promote such services, more robust evidence was 
needed on service impact.3

Still, the review recommended that “each coun-
try, state, and locality has a policy and support to 
encourage provision of innovative well assessed 
youth-friendly services.”4 Because no impact studies 
have been published in the meantime, it is impossible 
to determine how much the recommendation has 
been followed.

1. Ambresin and others 2013; Tylee and others 2007.
2. Tylee and others 2007.
3. Tylee and others 2007, 1567.
4. Tylee and others 2007, 1572.
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among youth is universal health care coverage. 
According to WHO, universal health care coverage 
ensures that all people have access to “Promotive, 
preventive, curative and rehabilitative health 
services, of sufficient quality to be effective, while 
also ensuring that people do not suffer financial 
hardship when paying for these services.”89 The 
commitment to universal health care coverage is 
substantial in the Arab region, but barriers remain 
in several countries, including high out-of-pocket 
fees, the poor quality of care, the shortage of 
trained health care professionals, lack of access 
to essential medications and technologies, and 
deficiencies in health information systems.

WHO has developed the 4S strategy to strengthen 
the response of health care systems to issues in 
adolescent health and development.90 The 4Ss 
are (1) gathering and using strategic information, 
(2) developing supportive evidence-based pol-
icies, (3) scaling up the provision of health care 
services and products, and (4) strengthening 
other sectors. Elements of all four should be 
evident in adolescent and youth friendly health 
services and universal health care coverage. 
A 2009 report on missed opportunities in the 
provision of adolescent health services noted 
these sorts of factors that need to be considered 
in undertaking interventions to enhance youth 
health and well-being, as follows:91  
•	 Timing: many risk behaviours are initiated 

in adolescence, and this stage of life is thus 
critical in health promotion.

•	 Need: the needs of adolescents are different 
from the needs of other population groups. 
Within the age-group of adolescents, some 
segments exhibit health needs that require 
particular attention (diabetes, sexual behaviour 
and so on).

•	 Context: social, cultural, economic and geo-
graphic contexts affect access to services as 
well as health care needs.

•	 Participation: health care services aimed at 
adolescents must engage adolescents actively 
and, if possible, engage their families as well.

•	 Family: families, especially parents, are critical 
because of their influence in health care and 
access to health care services of youth.

•	 Community: the communities in which ad-
olescents live have an impact on the health 
of adolescents because they provide social 
support.

•	 Skills: health care providers must be equipped 
with the skills they require to engage with 
young people.

in some instances, staff members at the hospital 
were not aware of the presence of the clinics.”82 

Moreover, the physicians were often absent, and 
patients had to return several times to receive 
professional care.83 

Most of the providers in Egypt had not had 
training in youth sexual and reproductive health. No 
clear guidelines on youth triage had been drafted, 
nor were there referral guidelines. The interviews 
with providers suggested that the services might 
not be acceptable to young people because few 
of the providers believed in the importance of 
supplying services to youth regardless of marital 
status, although they were more likely to supply 
the services in any case to young men than to 
young women, indicating possible inequities.84 

This gender bias was reflected in the experiences 
of the anonymous patients. The providers spent 
much more time with the young man and an-
swered his questions, while the young woman 
reported that she felt insulted by their treatment.85  
Privacy was breached in many clinics. Providers 
stated that the clinics were underused partially 
because parents discouraged young household 
members from relying on the services, although 
the experience of one NGO was positive after 
parents had participated in awareness sessions.

The results of the report echo those of a pre-
vious report by Family Health International 360 
that was conducted six years earlier.86 However, a 
2014 Population Reference Bureau report based 
on a much larger number of interviews with youth 
after the youth had visited adolescent and youth 
friendly health services in Egypt in 2010 and 2011 
indicated overall satisfaction with the assistance of 
the clinics.87 Among the youth, 74 percent described 
their discussions with the providers as good, and 
80 percent said the privacy and confidentiality 
measures were good. Over 90 percent stated they 
would return to the clinics. The report identified the 
same barriers as above on provider attitudes and 
gender differences. It found that the services did 
not meet many of the needs expressed by youth, 
such as mobile clinics, educational programmes 
targeted at specific age-groups and according to 
gender, outreach services, and training courses on 
how to tackle major risk factors.

In sexual and reproductive health care, three 
main strategies are recommended to enhance 
outcomes among youth: clinical services that are 
accessible and of high quality, evidence-based 
and developmentally appropriate sexual education 
programmes, and life-skills building programmes.88

A primary intervention that enhances health 
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5.5
Current non–
health sector 
interventions: 
from health 
for all to 
health in all 
policies
Interventions that are limited to the health care 
system will not be sufficient alone to promote youth 
well-being.98 The health in all policies approach, which 
has been finding adherents in the last decade, is a 
collaborative approach to improve the health of all 
people by incorporating health considerations into 
decision making across sectors and policy areas.99 The 
approach essentially requires that policy makers should 
be informed about and consider the impact of various 
policy options on health, sustainability and equity. One 
example is linked to a risk factor among youth, obesity. 
Policy strategies to curb the obesity epidemic will need 
to incorporate ministries and other entities involved 
in transport, planning, agriculture, economics and 
education. In Arab countries, the approach is beginning 
to be discussed.100 Though not targeted specifically 
at health among youth, the approach can be used to 
ensure that policies have a positive impact on health 
among youth.

Another approach not specifically oriented to health 
involves the development of national youth policies. 
Such policies represent a declaration of a government’s 
position towards youth issues. Ten Arab countries have 
developed or are drafting youth policies.101 

Other key interventions include positive youth de-
velopment programmes, which are aimed at building 
skills and strengthening the social environment among 
youth. According to the approach, young people are as-
sets in their own and their community’s development. 
A typical slogan of the programmes is ‘problem-free 

•	 Money: the services available to young people 
and the quality of these services depend on 
financial factors.

•	 Policy: “Policies, both public and private, can 
have a profound effect on adolescent health 
services. Carefully crafted policies are a foun-
dation for strong systems of care that meet 
a wide variety of individual and community 
needs.”92 

Interventions that are aimed at enhancing 
youth well-being and that tackle the social and 
structural determinants of health, promote 
healthy social and physical environments, and 
decrease inequities are the most effective. A 
systematic review that used an equity lens on 
health interventions found that upstream in-
terventions that attempt to minimize, control, 
or prevent upstream policy and social deter-
minants were more likely to reduce inequities 
in health, whereas downstream interventions 
that focus on the individual were more likely to 
foster inequities and even make them worse.93 

The barriers to access to health care services 
in the Arab world, as in other regions, are often 
exacerbated among marginalized or vulnerable 
groups, including adolescents and youth.94 

O’Neill and others (2014) apply the acronym 
PROGRESS (place of residence; race, ethnicity, 
culture and language; occupation; gender and sex; 
religion; education and socioeconomic status; 
and social capital) to represent interventions 
that embody an equity lens in their efforts to 
minimize barriers to access among vulnerable 
groups. They find that the mere availability of 
an intervention in a particular context does not 
guarantee that inequities in health care will 
be reduced; rather, the interventions must be 
accessible, acceptable, and effective among the 
most disadvantaged groups within a population 
and used by these groups.95 Does the inter-
vention disadvantage rural residents or young 
people who are out of school? Several additional 
categories have been added to the PROGRESS 
tool, which is then labelled PROGRESS Plus.96 

These include personal characteristics that put 
people at a disadvantage (such as a disabili-
ty), relationships (exclusion from school), and 
time-dependent issues (such as respite care).97  
The tool should help governments and others to 
ensure that all interventions in the Arab region 
promote youth health and well-being by being 
designed, implemented and evaluated with an 
eye to equity and coverage even among the 
hardest to reach.
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•	 Monitoring NCD trends and determinants and 
evaluating the progress in NCD prevention and 
control

The WHO Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office 
has developed a plan that identifies NCD actions 
that should be taken by member states, by WHO 
and by regional and international partners. The plan 
provides guidelines to reduce NCD prevalence and 
incidence among all population groups. At the first 
global ministerial conference on healthy lifestyles 
and NCD control, WHO also identified a set of best 
buys for the control and prevention of NCD risk 
factors, as follows:105 
Tobacco use
•	 Raise taxes on tobacco.
•	 Protect people from tobacco smoke.
•	 Warn about the dangers of tobacco.
•	 Enforce bans on tobacco advertising.
Unhealthy diet and physical inactivity
•	 Reduce salt intake by reducing salt in food.
•	 Replace trans fat with polyunsaturated fat.
•	 Promote public awareness about diet and physical 

activity (through mass media).

School- or university-based interventions

Interventions that are based on protective factors 
and assets and that involve a focus on positive 
development should be designed and incorpo-
rated into the youth programmes and policies of 
relevant agencies and ministries in the region. 
Many of these interventions would be carried out 
through schools. Such interventions will have 
little effect unless they focus on skills and unless 
they are paired with other interventions. In view 
of the lack of programme evaluation in the Arab 
region, the evidence for this assertion comes from 
programmes around the world on tobacco abuse, 
bullying, drugs and obesity.106 A school approach 
is appropriate for sexual and reproductive health, 
although, in this area, cultural stigma and taboo 
are barriers to access to information.

Regional cooperation is crucial to ensuring that 
health and non-health interventions are successful. 
Although the analysis in this chapter identifies 
policies that each country can implement, success 
will be enhanced if countries apply the policies 
comprehensively and if groups of countries adopt 
similar policies. Tobacco shows why: before 2006, 
Jordan and Syria had bans on advertising in tobacco 
products, although Lebanon did not. Because they 
received satellite television transmissions from 
Lebanon, the impact of the bans in Jordan and 
Syria was largely nullified.107 

is not fully prepared.’ Effective programmes share 
several axes. Thus, they “Strengthen social, emotional, 
cognitive and/or behavioural competencies, self-effi-
cacy, and family and community standards for healthy 
social and personal behaviour; target healthy bonds 
between youth and adults; increase opportunities for 
youth participation in positive social activities; and 
recognize and reinforce that participation.”102 

Research into the impact of the programmes on 
individuals and on the schools, families and communi-
ty-based organizations involved in the programmes has 
found that programme outcomes among individuals in-
clude positive reproductive and sexual health outcomes 
that extend into adulthood, as well as social and edu-
cational outcomes such as greater school success.103 

5.6
Looking to the 
future
Non-communicable diseases

The global NCD strategy outlines key NCD preven-
tion and control interventions with six objectives, 
including the following:104  
•	 Raising the priority accorded to NCD prevention 

and control in global, regional and national 
agendas and internationally agreed develop-
ment goals through strengthened international 
cooperation and advocacy

•	 Strengthening national capacity, leadership, 
governance, multisectoral action and partner-
ships to accelerate country responses for NCD 
prevention and control

•	 Reducing modifiable NCD risk factors and 
underlying social determinants by creating 
health-promoting environments

•	 Strengthening and orienting health systems to 
address NCD prevention and control and the 
underlying social determinants through peo-
ple-centred primary health care and universal 
health coverage

•	 Promoting and supporting national capacities 
for high-quality research and development for 
NCD prevention and control
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Chapter 6 The Effects on 
Youth of War and 
Violent Conflict
Protracted warfare has long-
term physical and mental impacts 
on the individual, as well as 
intergenerational economic 
impacts. Yet, young people 
can be extremely resilient and 
resourceful; They have to be. 
They thus create for themselves 
an oasis of stability in a world 
of shifting social and political 
landscapes. At a societal level, 
such stability is also key, or else 

young individuals themselves will 
become victims or perpetrators 
of violence.

This chapter looks at five war-torn 
countries in the Arab region—Iraq, 
Palestine, Somalia, Sudan and 
Syria—and depicts how, in the midst 
of ruined cities and devastated 
lives, most young people strive to 
help their communities function, 
while finding opportunities to 
empower themselves.

This chapter offers a snapshot of the effects of violent conflict up until 2014.
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has the dubious distinction of encompassing the 
largest number of countries that have become 
failed states and is home to the largest refugee 
and internally displaced population worldwide.2 

This chapter focuses on countries in which war, 
civil conflict, or occupation are protracted or have 
erupted on an especially large scale, notably, Iraq, 
Palestine, Somalia, Sudan and Syria. These countries 
have been selected to showcase a scale of fragility 
and failure, including a humanitarian catastrophe in 
Syria, failed reconstruction and rehabilitation in Iraq, 
occupation in Palestine, a failed state in Somalia and 
failed development in Sudan.3 Many of these coun-
tries have experienced repeated cycles of violence 
and are characterized by periods of fragility, wherein 
states and other institutions “Lack the capacity, 
accountability, or legitimacy to mediate relations 
between citizen groups and between citizens and 
the state, making them vulnerable to violence.”4 The 
dynamics of war and violence have varied across each 
of these countries, yet with similar impact across 
other Arab countries in conflict (box 6.1 and 6.2).

6.2
The effects 
on physical 
health
War has immediate and long-term effects on 
the health and well-being of individuals and their 
communities. For individuals, it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to realize one’s potential when living 
in a state of ill health. For society, excess death 
and widespread disability can reduce economic 
growth and development, as the crisis of HIV/AIDS 
in sub-Saharan Africa attests.5 The health-related 
costs of war are both direct and indirect and affect 
physical and mental health (see below). Women 
face particular risks (box 6.3).

The most obvious and direct effect of war and 
violent conflict is on physical health.6 Almost 
by definition, war causes widespread death and 
disability not only among combatants, but also 
among civilians. Death, disease and injury may 

6.1
Youth in 
war-torn 
countries: 
growing up 
amid strife 
and violence
Becoming an adult is challenging even in the most 
peaceful settings; coming of age surrounded by 
destruction, violence and the breakdown of so-
cial order is horrific. Describing the implications 
of protracted warfare for the economic and social 
prospects of young people in the Arab region and 
highlighting the effects of violence on the physi-
cal, psychological and social well-being of youth 
are crucial. Young people are future leaders and 
potential peacemakers (or combatants), and they 
are the keys to a strong economy. Beyond the in-
herent value of promoting their welfare, young 
people deserve special attention because they are 
the foundations of better future societies.

Conflict, war and violence damage the future of 
youth and make it extremely difficult to develop 
and empower them. Nonetheless, even labour-
ing against these formidable constraints, young 
people are agents. They can be resilient and re-
sourceful, and they can find ways to help rebuild 
their communities, and, in so doing, they can find 
fulfillment by developing and empowering them-
selves constructively, even though marginalized 
and at-risk youth are subject to structural violence 
on a daily basis.1 In underscoring these constraints, 
this chapter shifts the analysis from the individual 
to society to explore the conditions and prospects 
of young people in societies at war or in post-con-
flict transition. The analysis recognizes the talents, 
creativity and coping skills that individual young 
people apply in their daily lives.

The Arab region has experienced the most rapid 
increase in war and violent conflict among all glob-
al regions over the past decade. The region also 
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Box 6.1  Yemen: One of the worlds’ worst humanitarian crises

Since March 2015, escalating hostilities have brought 
Yemen to the verge of collapse, and resulted in one 
of the largest humanitarian crises in the world. In 
December 2015, an estimated 21.2 million people - 
that is 82 percent of the Yemeni population - required 
humanitarian assistance. This is up 33 percent from 
late 2014 (15.9 million people).1 More than 2.3 million 
people are displaced internally and in neighboring 
countries, and by October 2015 over 5,600 have been 
killed and more than 16,000 injured.2 

The economy and basic services have been collapsing 
further due to drastically reduced imports and growing 
insecurity; 12.9 million people struggle with access to 
sufficient food, while 20.4 million lack access to safe 
water or adequate sanitation.3 Many health facilities – 
including hospitals – have closed, leaving 15.2 million 
without access to basic health care.4 

Before the conflict of 2015, Yemen was ranked 154 
in the Human Development Index, registering the 
highest levels of poverty, unemployment, and illiter-
acy and lowest rates of education and nutrition of all 
countries in the Arab region. The conflict has rapidly 
compounded the pre-existing crisis, reversing human 
development gains made in recent years. These gains 
had seen education levels and indicators on access to 
food and shelter improve or stabilize. Poverty, already 
increasing prior to the latest political crisis, has risen 
further from 42% of the population in 2009, to 54.5% 
in 2012.5

Due to the conflict, more than 1.8 million school-
aged children lost access to school with more than 
3,500 schools, a quarter of all schools, shut down and 
some 600,000 children unable to take their exams.6 

This resulted in a total of nearly 3 million - 47 per cent 
of Yemen’s school-aged children - unable to receive 
education due to conflict, poverty and discrimination.7 

Yemen has one of the highest rates of chronic and 
severe malnutrition. According to UNICEF, about 1.8 
million children are likely to suffer from some form of 
malnutrition in 2015 – an increase of almost 1 million 
children from 2014. A projected half a million of these 
children will be at risk of severe acute malnutrition in 
2015, which is over three times the number reported 
in 2014.8

The situation of women in Yemen, who have faced 
longstanding gender inequalities that limit their access 
to basic services and livelihood opportunities, has 
been exacerbated by the escalating conflict. Displaced 
women – estimated at 54 per cent of all IDPs in early 
May 2015– often bear the burden of supporting their 
families, despite challenges in accessing assistance, 
especially outside their communities. Pre-crisis as-
sessments in Yemen demonstrated that women 
in food insecure families often eat less in order to 
provide for their children. Since the conflict began, 
women report that their workloads have increased 
enormously, and they require additional support to 
meet their responsibilities.9 

Recent conflict and displacement have also increased 
Gender Based Violence (GBV) risks, especially of sexual 
violence, domestic violence, early marriage and trading 
sex to meet basic survival needs. Displaced women may 
not have access to hygiene or dignity items, forcing 
them to remain out of sight. Lack of life-saving response 
services and safe refuges for survivors – who often 
fear stigma or rejection – compound the problem. 
GBV disproportionately impacts women, including 
those already facing elevated protection risks, such 
as IDPs and other vulnerable groups.

The strength of the Yemeni society is embodied in 
its informal systems through family, regional, and 
community ties.  These informal ties are subject to 
erosion as assets are depleted, income sources cut, 
law and order collapsed, and people’s psychological 
strength exhausted. Communities are consumed with 
coping with the harsh reality of the conflict, as the 
complexity of the crisis fragments society, exposing 
its old divides and provoking new ones.10

The needs of the Yemeni people are urgent, but the 
impact will be long term. Even if the conflict were 
to end tomorrow, it will take years to undertake the 
repairs necessary for basic services to resume, for 
urban and rural livelihoods to be restored, for internally 
displaced people to return to their homes and for the 
threat of unexploded ordnance to be mitigated and 
finally eliminated. The long-term impact on the young 
is particularly worrisome, and is likely to impact several 
generations to come. 

1. UNOCHA 2015.
2. UNOCHA 2016a.
3. UNOCHA 2015. 
4. UNOCHA 2015. 
5. World Bank Yemen Overview 2015

6. UNICEF 2015.
7. UNOCHA 2015.
8. UNOCHA 2015.
9. UNOCHA 2015.
10. UNDP 2015.
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captured at least partially through health indica-
tors such as life expectancy at birth, infant mortal-
ity rates, health-adjusted life expectancy, and the 
prevalence of malnutrition, stunting and various 
communicable diseases and NCDs, particularly 
if these are assessed before, during and after a 
conflict (annex 2 figures A.12–A.14; statistical 
annex).7 The impact is stark in Iraq and Somalia, 
where life expectancy at birth and health-adjusted 
life expectancy have stagnated or declined in the 
last two decades. In Palestine, life expectancy at 
birth among young men began to decline after 
2000. This may be attributed to the escalation 
of the conflict in the 2000s. Health-adjusted life 
expectancy among young men stagnated, but rose 

continue long after peace treaties are signed and 
violence has officially ended. Unexploded and 
unmarked land mines are one obvious cause of 
death and injury. Survivors may also experience 
malnutrition, stunting and starvation, which have 
long-term ramifications for cognitive development 
among children and for the well-being and em-
ployability of young people and adults. Torture, a 
horrifying, but widespread practice during some 
conflicts, also leads to death and disabilities. How-
ever, it is difficult to document torture owing to 
political sensitivities, information constraints and 
the fact that the bodies of many victims are hidden 
or burned beyond recognition.

The effects of war and conflict on health can be 

Box 6.2  Libya slides into chaos

Libya continues to navigate a tumultuous tran-
sition period characterized by political divisions, 
failing institutions, clashes in various regions, 
and rising insecurity and criminality. The secu-
rity situation deteriorated in early 2015 resulting 
in increased attacks against civilians. As of June 
2015, it is estimated that two million people, 
almost one-third of the total population, have 
been affected by the conflict.1

The scale of human suffering is staggering 
for a country with large oil reserves and strong 
economic potential. According to different Unit-
ed Nations agencies, an estimated 1.9 million 
people require urgent humanitarian assistance 
to meet their basic health care needs. Access 
to food is a major problem for some 1.2 million 
people, mostly in Benghazi and the rest of Libya.2

The figure for internally displaced persons 
across Libya stands around 550,000.3 The 
healthcare system is on the verge of col-
lapse, with many hospitals across the country 
overcrowded and operating at severely re-
duced capacity, reporting acute shortages of 
medicines, vaccines and medical equipment. 
Power cuts are endemic in many areas of 
the country; some neighborhoods such as in 
Benghazi are enduring electricity cuts almost 
round the clock.

The country’s economy continues to contract 
rapidly, the result of a significant reduction in 
oil revenues due to falling oil prices and low oil 

production from Libya’s oilfields. Libya’s financial 
reserves are also being heavily depleted, in large 
part the result of unsustainable expenditures on 
non-productive items. The political-institutional 
crisis in the country has also manifested itself 
in a growing competition over key financial and 
other sovereign institutions.4 

Intensive fighting in 2011 resulted in prolonged 
disruption to the education system and damage 
to school facilities and equipment. Since the 
resurgence in fighting in 2014, more than half 
of internally displaced and returnees in the east 
of the country reported that their children do not 
attend school. In addition, many schools in the 
north-east and south of the country are reported 
to be hosting internally displaced people.5

Close to 250,000 migrants are estimated to 
be in the country or transiting through, many 
of them facing significant protection issues, 
including arbitrary arrest and detention in 
abusive conditions, sexual abuse, forced la-
bour, exploitation and extortion. The year 2015 
alone has seen over 2,000 migrants drown in 
the Mediterranean Sea, the vast majority in a 
desperate bid to make the sea crossing from 
Libya to Europe’s southern shores.6 Individuals 
attempting sea migration from Libya face the 
risk of being detained by the Libyan Coast Guard 
and transferred to government run detention 
centers, which to date exceed 4,500 detainees, 
including women and children.7

1. UNHCR 2015e.

2. UNDPA 2015 

3. Save the Children 2015. 

4. UNDPA 2015.
 5. UNICEF 2015. 
 6. UN 2015. 

7. UNHCR 2015e.	
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that the mismatch between military and social 
spending in the Arab region provides evidence 
of a potential “Crowding-out effect that military 
expenditure can have on social expenditure, par-
ticularly in countries with limited budgets.”11 

War and violent conflict can also destroy the 
environment, with negative effects on health. 
The breakdown of infrastructure needed to pre-
serve a safe environment, the use of chemical and 
other toxic weapons, the use of large quantities 
of non-renewable fossil fuels and the creation of 
toxic waste by militaries pose dangers to popu-
lations.

These indirect effects of war—the breakdown of 
public health care infrastructure and the diversion 
of resources away from health care and environ-
mental conservation—have long-term implica-
tions. As Hazem Adam Ghobarah and colleagues 
suggest, many more deaths and disabilities arise 
from the spread of infectious diseases and other 
causes in the wake of wars than as a result of di-
rect war violence, partly because of the breakdown 
of social norms and political order during and after 
conflict.12 Siyan Chen and colleagues provide evi-
dence that the improvement in mortality is slow-
er in post-conflict countries than in non-conflict 
countries largely because of the direct and indirect 
deaths that occur even after the conflict has come 
to an end.13 

What follows is a more detailed look at some of 
the impacts of war and conflict in each of the five 
war-torn countries.

Syria
More than five years after the uprisings began 
in Syria, the human toll of the armed conflict has 
reached over 250,000 people dead14 and more 
than one million wounded. On the eve of the con-
flict, life expectancy in Syria was high (75 years in 
2010), but, by the end of 2014, it had declined by 
27 percent to 55.7 years.15 This is certain to im-
pact the under-5 mortality rate (15 per 1,000 live 
births in 2010), which was low relative to many 
neighbouring countries.

Many of Syria’s achievements in health devel-
opment are rapidly being reversed. The relatively 
strong health care infrastructure built in earlier de-
cades is now devastated in significant areas of the 
country, and health outcomes are declining.16 As of 
September 2014, 24 percent of 97 public hospitals 
in Syria were so damaged they could not function, 
and another 35 percent were partially damaged.17 
A WHO report released in 2013 found that, on av-
erage, one hospital functioned for around every 

among women. In Sudan, a rapid increase in life 
expectancy at birth and in health-adjusted life ex-
pectancy occurred among cohorts of young men 
and women, but especially among young women. 
Syria was exhibiting a similar trend by 2010, prior 
to the outbreak of violent conflict, but the severe 
violence and destruction caused by the current 
war have led to a sharp deterioration in health 
outcomes (see below).8 

War and violent conflict also have indirect ef-
fects on physical health. War causes widespread 
damage to basic infrastructure, leading to the 
breakdown of water, transport and sanitation 
systems, the destruction of public health facilities 
and large cuts to the number of health workers. 
Damaged infrastructure contributes to the spread 
of communicable diseases, including those pre-
viously eradicated, such as poliomyelitis in Syria 
recently, and prevents people from receiving cura-
tive or preventive health care, which then leads to 
spikes in NCDs. Access to food and safe drinking 
water may also be reduced. Internally displaced 
persons and refugees are particularly vulnerable 
to ill health because they generally live in poor 
conditions in which diseases spread easily, and 
access to health services is minimal. The presence 
of internally displaced persons and refugees can 
also place additional stress on the health systems 
and welfare regimes of host countries, leading to 
further deterioration in living conditions. Under 
these circumstances, citizens in countries hosting 
large refugee populations may become increasing-
ly resentful of non-nationals.

The diversion of resources from social spending, 
including health spending, is another potential 
indirect consequence that war has on health care 
and health outcomes. Although evidence is mixed 
on the issue of whether higher military expendi-
tures lead to lower spending on social welfare, it 
is undeniable that resources are better spent on 
human welfare. Compared with countries in other 
global regions, Arab governments have devoted 
a disproportionate amount of their resources to 
the military rather than to social investment. On 
average, per capita total expenditure on health 
care in Arab countries in 2013 was $683, almost 
half the world average ($1,229) and between East 
Asia and the Pacific ($828) and sub-Saharan Af-
rica ($193).9

“By propping up a massive security apparatus, 
Arab States have created funding shortages or 
inefficiencies in social spending and public in-
frastructure, where investment is needed most”, 
notes a recent ESCWA report.10 The report argues 
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even lower in areas that have witnessed the high-
est levels of fighting, notably Aleppo, ar-Raqqa, 
Dar’a, Deir ez-Zor, Homs and rural Damascus.

400,000 people, meaning that large segments of 
the population lacked access to public health care 
services.18 The ratio of hospitals to population is 

Box 6.3  The impact of war and violent conflict on young women

Sexual violence, conflict and militarization 
threaten women’s freedoms in many ways. 
Following the U.S.-led invasion of 2003, the 
militarization of Iraqi public spaces turned 
Baghdad into a city of men: checkpoints, walls 
and soldiers dominated the streets. In Palestine 
and Syria today, the presence of the military in 
public spaces and routine violence have marked 
a deep change in everyday life, dominated by 
the figure of the male soldier.

In these settings, women are marginalized 
from public spaces; stricter traditional ideologies 
of gender roles gain ground, and natalist policies 
are strengthened in support of the war effort. 
Broadly, situations of conflict and insecurity 
heighten conservative attitudes. For example, 
the appropriation of gender inequality by the 
United Kingdom and the United States as one 
of the justifications for the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq led to the negative association of gender 
equality with foreignness and imperialism.

Conflict also affects young women through 
forced migration. Through conflict-induced mi-
gration, women and children make up the major-
ity of the displaced and suffer in gender-specific 
ways.1 Increased levels of sexual assault occur 
within refugee camps owing to the combined 
effect of lawlessness, a breakdown of normal 
societal bonds and the decreased security of 
women’s living arrangements. Rights workers 
tracking the issue in Syria and Turkey have 
received a flood of rape reports from refugees 
who have fled to border camps.2

Young unaccompanied women, as well as 
women from ethnic minority groups, are the 
most vulnerable to gender-based violence in 
refugee camps.3 It is also possible that younger 
women have a weak social support network 
and feel less able to articulate and report sexual 
abuse, although empirical confirmation of this 

hypothesis is lacking. Young women and girls, 
especially lone women heads of households, 
may be at greater risk of turning to prostitution, 
which brings new risks such as sexual violence, 
pregnancy, and exposure to disease.

The economic insecurity resulting from 
displacement leads young women into earlier 
marriages. Reports of Syrian refugees arriving 
in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey and 
marrying off their daughters at a young age are 
increasing. In Libya, observers have noted the 
establishment of offices devoted to organizing 
marriages between Libyan men and young 
women refugees from Syria.4 This phenomenon 
is often assessed in certain categorized ways, 
measuring rates of child marriage, early and 
forced marriage and polygamy. Not all these 
marriages will be forced or involve child brides, 
although some certainly do. Rather, the broad 
trend is that women or their families are settling 
for less desirable marriages than they would 
otherwise do and at younger ages, with older 
men, with men of lower social standing, or as 
second wives.5

Young women entering such marriages occu-
py points on a continuum between choice and 
coercion. While some women may be forced 
into marriage, such marriages for many women 
represent a pragmatic decision in a difficult 
situation. Some families marry off their young 
daughters, often reluctantly, to improve their 
own diminished financial situations and to afford 
their daughters economic and physical protec-
tion, along with protection of their reputations 
and therefore their future prospects.6 Giving 
daughters a chance to escape refugee camps 
is another consideration, but good intentions 
do not influence reality: young wives are more 
likely to suffer domestic violence and health 
problems.7

Source: The Report team.

1. Forced Migration Online 2011.

2. AWID 2012; UN Women 2013.

3. Forced Migration Online 2011.

4. UN Women 2013.

5. Save the Children 2014.

6. Save the Children 2014, p. 1; Council on Foreign Relations 

2014, p. 3.

7. Save the Children 2014, p. 5; UNICEF 2014, p. 33. 
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suggested that the risk of death was 2.5 times 
higher in the first 18 months after the U.S.-led 
invasion than before the invasion, and violence 
was the primary cause of death. The same survey 
found that infant mortality increased by at least 
37 percent in the immediate aftermath of the in-
vasion owing to the lack of health services and the 
growing preference of mothers to deliver at home, 
given the security threats.26 

Children born in Iraqi areas affected by high 
levels of violence are 0.8 cm shorter than chil-
dren born in low-violence areas. This grim fact 
constitutes one of the clearest signs of the effects 
of violence on health, especially among children.27 
These health indicators are related to the high 
rates of under-5 mortality: in 2005, one child in 
eight under the age of five had died, demonstrat-
ing that there had been no improvement since 
1998.28 According to a UNICEF survey carried out 
in 2006, only 39 percent of Iraqi children were 
fully immunized, and more than one fifth (21 per-
cent) were severely or moderately stunted.29 

Violent conflict in Iraq has also destroyed the 
country’s health care infrastructure. During the 
invasion of 2003, public institutions, including 
health care facilities, were frequently looted. 
About 7 percent of hospitals were damaged ini-
tially, and 12 percent were looted.30 The bulk of 
Iraq’s roughly 2,000 primary health care centres 
had to be rebuilt.31 The Iraqi Medical Association 
estimates that up to 2,000 doctors were killed in 
the aftermath of the invasion, and, in this inse-
cure environment, around half of the country’s 
34,000 registered doctors fled during the years 
immediately after the invasion, greatly weakening 
the health care system.32 In 2010, the number of 
doctors was estimated to have climbed back to 
23,000, or about 8 doctors per 10,000 people, but 
still well below, for example, Jordan (27 per 1,000) 
and Syria (16 per 1,000) at that time.33 

Palestine
The conflict in Palestine has even deeper roots 
than those in the other conflict-affected coun-
tries in the region. The Israeli occupation has 
been constant for decades, and there are periodic 
outbreaks of large-scale violence, particularly in 
Gaza. The 1990s were relatively calm in Pales-
tine in terms of widespread violence, but armed 
conflict escalated again during the 2000s with 
the second Intifada in 2000–2001, the ensuing 
Israeli intervention, the blockade of Gaza after 
Hamas gained control in 2007 and Israeli assaults 
on Gaza.

The devastation of the Syrian health care sys-
tem has resulted in a sharp decline in immuniza-
tion rates across the country, from 90 percent 
before 2011 to 52 percent in March 2014, and will 
almost certainly lead to a rise in under-5 mortal-
ity rates.19 The reduced availability of safe water, 
which is currently about one third the pre-cri-
sis levels, and poor living conditions in insecure 
regions are contributing to deteriorating health 
outcomes. Epidemics such as measles and polio-
myelitis and the limited response by the health 
care system are worsening the situation.

Iraq
The decline of the Iraqi health system preceded 
the outbreak of the Second Gulf War in 2003; the 
country has been in a virtually continuous state of 
conflict since the start of the 1980s.20 Although 
Iraq was at war with Iran from 1980–1988, the 
state maintained the health care system, which still 
reached around 97 percent of the urban population 
and 79 percent of the rural population. Health indi-
cators even improved during the 1980s; the infant 
mortality declined from 80 per 1,000 live births 
in 1979 to 40 in 1989, and the under-5 mortality 
rate fell from 120 to 60 per 1,000 live births.21 In-
ternational sanctions imposed during the 1980s 
and the consequent economic development roll-
back, however, took a toll on the health system and 
health outcomes. During the 1990s, immunization 
coverage fell, and public health campaigns became 
virtually non-existent.22 As a result, the infant mor-
tality rate rose to 101, and the under-5 mortality 
rate had climbed to 126 by 1998.23

The continuous conflict since 1990 has had 
detrimental effects on the health status of youth. 
Life expectancy at birth and health-adjusted life 
expectancy did not improve among young people 
between 1990 and 2010. Life expectancy among 
20–24-year-olds was 54.4 years in 1990 and had 
risen to only 54.7 by 2010. In a comparable time 
period, life expectancy among 20–24-year-olds 
increased from 54.7 to 59.0 years in neighbour-
ing Syria, which had not yet experienced violent 
conflict. The health-adjusted life expectancy rate 
for the same age-group also stagnated in Iraq at 
45 years, while it improved from 45 to 49 years 
in Syria.24 

The war that erupted after the 2003 invasion 
turned armed violence into one of the leading 
causes of death, especially among men. A 2008 
large-scale household survey found that 151,000 
deaths had resulted from the conflict between 
March 2003 and June 2006.25 Another survey 
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people, putting the hospital-to-population ratio at 
around 1 per 50,000. During the war in Gaza between 
December 2008 and January 2009, also known 
as Operation Cast Lead, Israeli forces damaged 
38 primary health clinics, 29 ambulances and 14 
of Gaza’s 27 hospitals.37 Despite the blockade, the 
health facilities were repaired within a year of the 
conflict’s end.38 Relative to other conflict-ridden 
zones in the region, the number of physicians is 
favourable in Palestine: in 2007, there were 2.2 
physicians per 1,000 population (1.9 in the West 
Bank and 2.7 in Gaza) (box 6.4).

Somalia
Somalia has been in a state of violence and civil 
strife for decades and is characterized by an even 
more profound breakdown of state institutions 
than other war-torn countries in the region. Be-
tween 450,000 and 1.5 million Somalis have died 
since 1991 either as a direct result of armed clash-
es or because of famine caused or exacerbated by 
the conflict.39 This is equivalent to 10–25 percent 
of Somalia’s population in the mid-1990s. Millions 
have been injured and affected by disabilities, 
sexual violence and disease. As of January 2014, 
1.1 million people were internally displaced, and 1.1 
million more had fled to neighbouring countries, 
primarily Ethiopia, Kenya and Yemen.40 During the 
1990s, health outcome indicators plummeted; 

Youth-specific health outcome indicators 
point to the declining health situation in Pales-
tine during the 2000s. Life expectancy at birth 
among 20–24-year-olds rose from 54.6 years 
in 1990 to 56.3 years in 2000, but declined to 
55.7 years in 2010, when the health-adjusted 
life expectancy rate was 45.7 years. In 2007, 
life expectancy at birth was estimated at 71.7 
years among men (71.9 years in the West Bank 
and 71.4 years in Gaza) and 73.2 years among 
women (73.6 years in the West Bank and 72.5 
years in Gaza).34 

NCDs are a major challenge. Triggering the risk 
factors for chronic illnesses are urbanization, poor 
living conditions because of the ongoing blockade of 
Gaza, territorial fragmentation in the West Bank and 
the stresses of living under occupation.35 Under-5 
mortality rates are 32 per 1,000 live births in Gaza 
and 26 in the West Bank (28 in Palestine overall). 
Although infant mortality and under-5 mortality rates 
have fallen substantially in recent decades, they have 
plateaued since 2000 as a result of the worsening 
socio-economic environment and stresses on the 
health care system.36 However, the 2006 Palestinian 
Family Health Survey indicated that immunization 
coverage was high, at around 97 percent.

Israel’s repeated aggressions have caused signif-
icant destruction to the Palestinian health sector. 
As of 2007, there were 76 hospitals for 3.8 million 

Box 6.4 Ghassan Abu-Sittah: Gaza’s plight under Israel’s aggression

If you are a 6-year-old living in Gaza, you would 
have already lived through three wars that have 
taken the lives of more than 3,800 Palestinians, 
of whom 770 were children. There is a 50 percent 
chance that you suffer from the psychological 
trauma of these wars. You have lived your whole 
life in a blockade that was intensified before you 
were born and has led to the following:
•	 The unemployment of 34 percent of the work-

ing adults and half of the youth in your family.
•	 A 70 percent chance that your family is living 

on an income of less than $1 a day.
•	 An 80 percent chance that you and your 

family are dependent on aid and a 44 percent 
likelihood that you live in food insecurity.

•	 The inaccessibility of 35 percent of Gaza’s 
farmland and 85 percent of its fishing waters.

•	 A 10 percent chance that you have stunted 

growth due to prolonged exposure to mal-
nutrition and a 58.6 percent chance that you 
have iron deficiency anaemia.
You drink water from an aquifer that is 90 

percent unsafe for human consumption. For 
recreation, you swim in a sea that has 90 
million litres of untreated and partially treated 
sewage dumped into it each day. There is an 
85 percent likelihood that you go to a school 
that runs double shifts because of the chronic 
shortage of facilities. If you or your family need 
specialist medical treatment, such as complex 
heart surgery or treatment for some type of 
cancer, you must seek it elsewhere. You will 
need to apply for an exit permit and will most 
likely see your application denied or delayed by 
the Israeli authorities. There is a chance, like 
many before you, that you will die while waiting.

Note: Ghassan Abu-Sittah is director of the Plastic Surgery Department, American University of Beirut.
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Prior to the partition in 2011, the gap in health 
outcomes between northern and southern Sudan 
was persistent. The south exhibited poorer 
outcomes than the north, but the gap had been 
narrowing, especially since 2005. In 2007, the 
under-5 mortality rate was 112 per 1,000 live 
births for the entire country, but 250 in the south. 
The gap in infant mortality was much narrower 
(81 for the whole country and 102 in the south), 
suggesting that immunization rates and child 
nutrition were inferior in the south. Life expec-
tancy at birth also differed, reaching 57 years 
for the country as a whole in 2007, but only 42 
years in the south.50 Age-specific life expectancy 
indicators showed that youth were experiencing 
marginal gains in health and well-being. Thus, 
among 20–24-year-olds, life expectancy at birth 
was 51 years in 1990 and had risen to 54 years 
by 2010. Health-adjusted life expectancy among 
this youth cohort also improved, climbing from 
40.6 years in 1990 to 43.5 years in 2010 (annex 
2 figure A.13).

In 2004, 36 percent of primary health care cen-
tres were not functional.51 The hospital-to-pop-
ulation ratio was 1 to 100,000 in the whole 
country, but only 1 to 400,000 in the south, 
where there was virtually no hospital access. 
Today, following South Sudan’s independence in 
2011, most of the country’s health services are 
provided by international NGOs and faith-based 
organizations.

6.3
Effects on 
mental health
Combatants and civilian victims of war may expe-
rience a range of psychological effects, including 
depression, anxiety disorder, panic disorder and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which is 
the most common clinical diagnosis following 
exposure to war. The harm that political violence 
causes to the mental health of youth is well es-
tablished.52 The diagnosis of PTSD requires the 
presence of a precipitating catastrophic event or 
a specific trauma that involves exposure to actual 

the under-5 mortality rate rose to 224 per 1,000 
live births in 1997–1999, and life expectancy at 
birth had fallen to 45 years in 1993.

Subsequent studies find some improvement in 
outcomes, especially in the latter half of the first 
decade of the 2000s. A UNICEF survey in 2006 
put the under-5 mortality rate at 145 per 1,000 
live births.41 In 2013, life expectancy at birth was 
estimated at 55.1 years.42 However, improvements 
in health indicators may be associated with mar-
ginal increases in access to food and clean water, 
rendering these gains in health outcomes insecure 
because of low immunization coverage and con-
tinuing risk of famine.43 

Somalia’s youth have been harmed by protract-
ed political conflict and the resulting lack of health 
services. From 1990 to 2010, life expectancy at 
birth among 20–24-year-olds fell from 44.5 to 
43.7 years (annex 2 figure A.13). During the same 
period, health-adjusted life expectancy dropped 
from 36.6 to 35.9 years. Even before the conflict 
started in 1991, the level of social development 
in Somalia was among the lowest in the world.44 
Armed conflict led to additional damage and 
extensive looting of the health infrastructure. In 
the northwest, 90 percent of the health facilities 
were looted, and the number of hospital beds per 
person declined from 0.9 in 1988 to 0.4 in 1997.45 
In 2008, Somalia had only 544 health posts, 248 
maternal and child health centres and 34 hospitals 
for a population of about 9.6 million people.46 

Somalia also suffered from a severe shortage 
of medical professionals. As of 2007, there were 
only 253 physicians in the country, or about 3 per 
100,000 people, less than half the 7 per 100,000 
in 1984.47 With virtually no newly qualified young 
people replacing the current stock of physicians, 
the health system faced a major crisis that prompt-
ed a surge in private providers, especially folk 
healers, whose treatments may include religious 
rather than biomedical practices. Ethnographic 
data suggest that the services of these healers may 
be more expensive; yet, people still turn to them 
because “Healers provide patients with meaningful 
cultural and religious illness explanations.”48 

Sudan
Since Sudan gained independence in 1956, it has 
experienced more years of conflict than peace. 
This prolonged conflict has contributed to poor 
health outcomes. Sudan has also experienced 
severe droughts in the past 30 years, and the 
population suffers from the continuous problems 
associated with poor access to food.49 
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In 2011, PTSD rates as high as 61 percent were 
found among older adolescents in Baghdad.63 

Al-Shawi and colleagues used complex PTSD, 
a revised measure of PTSD syndrome, to capture 
the effects of repeated exposure to trauma.64 
They found the condition in about 10 percent of 
their sample of university students in Baghdad. 
While research on the impact of mental illness 
on daily life in Iraq is limited, one study found that 
the presence of any disorder resulted in 33 days 
out of role per year among Iraqis; these are days 
characterized by an inability to work or conduct 
normal daily activities.65 

Palestine
The Palestinian Ministry of Health reported that, 
in 2006, three quarters of Palestinians living in 
Palestine suffered from depression.66 Another 
study undertaken in the immediate aftermath of 
the second Intifada in Gaza suggested that, of 229 
adolescent participants, 69 percent had developed 
PTSD and 40 percent had reported moderate or 
severe levels of depression.67 

In conflict-ridden societies, younger gener-
ations suffer more from mental health prob-
lems than their counterparts in more peaceful 
societies. Over 80 percent of adolescents in 
Palestine have witnessed shootings, and over 
60 percent have seen family members injured 
or killed.68 Similar rates of exposure to traumat-
ic violence, such as shooting and seeing other 
community members exposed to violence and 
humiliation, were found by another study in a 
representative sample of the Ramallah district in 
the West Bank.69 In that study, the exposure of 
individuals to trauma and violence was compared 
with collective exposure, and there were few 
significant differences in the negative effects 
shown in depressive, emotional and somatic 
measures. Other research, however, indicates 
that the exposure of individuals to conflict is 
the most important determinant of PTSD.70 
Based on a sample of 224 Lebanese children, 
Macksoud and Aber hold that the exposure of 
individuals is associated with PTSD, whereas 
separation from parents is more correlated with 
depression.71 

Other factors beyond direct exposure can likewise 
take a toll on mental health. Lack of employment, 
fearfulness and concerns about the safety of self, 
home and family are also correlated with depres-
sion, trauma-related stress and feelings of being 
broken or destroyed, all three of which are based 
on culturally derived measures of mental health.72  

injury, or a threat of injury, or a threat to the phys-
ical integrity of oneself or others.53 

The prevalence of depressive disorders seems 
especially wide in the Middle East and North Africa 
region.54 A study published by the Global Burden 
of Disease in 2011 found that, in 2010, more than 
5 percent of people in the region suffered from 
depression, and people lose more than 1.3 percent 
of their lifetime years to depression.55 The authors 
speculate that high levels of conflict in the region 
are responsible for the prevalence of depressive 
disorders. Palestine is among the three countries 
with the highest rates of depression highlighted 
in the study (the other two are Afghanistan and 
Honduras).56 The findings suggest that, among 
21 global regions analysed in the study, the 
Arab region ranks second after Eastern Europe 
in years lost to depression.57 However, because 
the authors measure only diagnosed depression, 
the data show a wider prevalence of depression 
in countries with more developed mental health 
services and greater awareness of psychological 
conditions. This may explain why Iraq, where the 
health infrastructure has been decimated, exhibits 
particularly low levels of depression.58 

Iraq
A number of regional surveys on mental health 
have been conducted in Iraq, and these often focus 
on PTSD. The nationally representative Iraq Mental 
Health Survey, which was conducted in the midst 
of the 2006–2007 violence on a national sample 
of Iraqis over 18 years of age, is one of the few 
nationwide studies to examine the recent effects of 
war on youth. It found that the majority of people 
with an anxiety or behavioural disorder had expe-
rienced the onset of the illness by the time they 
had entered the age cohort of youth.59 It also found 
that panic disorder and PTSD exhibited a lifetime 
prevalence that was about 5.3 times wider at com-
parable ages in the younger cohort (ages 18–34) 
than in the oldest cohort (ages 65+).60 

Five years after the Anfal military attacks were 
carried out in 1988 by the Iraqi army against Kurd-
ish populations residing in Iraqi Kurdistan in the 
north, a small-sample study there found that 87 
percent of children and 60 percent of caregivers 
suffered from PTSD.61 Today’s younger generations 
have been far more exposed to violence than their 
elders, and the grave consequences in their psy-
chological well-being have been severe. In Mosul, 
a 2006 study of 1,090 adolescents screened for 
mental disorders from eight secondary schools 
found that 30 percent were suffering from PTSD.62 
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war-torn countries have fewer beds in mental 
health hospitals and fewer psychiatrists than the 
global median, although some countries, such as 
Palestine and Sudan, have more psychologists.

Other psychological effects have received 
relatively little attention. Impaired cognitive 
functioning, mood disorders and culturally rele-
vant syndromes might be as prevalent as more 
frequently studied effects and may actually 
result in longer-term challenges to functioning. 
Some attempts have been made to fill this gap, 
including a study by McNeely and colleagues, who 
developed contextually appropriate measures 
linking the broader sociopolitical environment of 
human insecurity with psychological trauma in 
Palestine.77 Other work aims to bridge the divide 
between trauma-based approaches (that is, PTSD) 
and an emphasis on the difficulties of daily life, 
such as those in Lebanon after the civil war of 
the mid 1970s and 1980s, in Algeria after the civil 
war of the 1990s, and in the West Bank, where 
daily adversity because of conflict explains high 
rates of psychological distress among survivors.78 

The cost of the effects of mental illness on 
large portions of the population is more than 
the sum of these individuals. The emphasis on 
the prevalence rates of psychological disorders 
highlights the larger limitation of the current body 
of mental health research in conflict-affected 
countries in the region. Using PTSD as the main 
or sole measure necessitates a focus on acute 
trauma to the individual, but the experiences 
of youth and of the effects on youth are shared 
at the population level.

Many young people do not develop adverse 
psychological conditions despite exposure to 
war and the constraints imposed by war on their 
lives and prospects for future development. Ev-
idence suggests that the influence of adversity, 

Lebanon
Although Lebanon is not experiencing a full-blown 
conflict now, it also shows relatively high rates of 
mental health disorder because of protracted civil 
war and on-going instability. However, its mental 
health infrastructure, particularly the facilities for 
psychiatric patients, is far more well developed 
than the other countries discussed here. The effect 
of war on the mental health of youth in Lebanon 
has been demonstrated in a number of ways.73  
Karam and colleagues found that people in the 
11–35 age-group at the onset of Lebanon’s war 
in 1975 were more likely to be exposed to war-re-
lated traumatic events compared with other age-
groups.74 In turn, the trauma of witnessing vio-
lence, losing a loved one and being a civilian in a 
war zone increased the chances of developing a 
mood disorder, while being under 10 years old at 
the onset of war increased the risk of an onset of 
anxiety and mood disorders later in life. Anoth-
er study conducted by Karam and colleagues in 
2002–2003 found that youth had higher rates 
of both anxiety and substance-abuse disorders 
at the time of the survey.75 These studies do not 
include the more than 450,000 Palestinian refu-
gees in Lebanon. A survey conducted by Chaaban 
and colleagues in 2010 indicated that 27 percent 
of Palestinian refugees aged 20–55 reported ex-
periencing psychological problems, including de-
pression and anxiety, over the 12-month period 
preceding the survey.76 

Across Arab countries
The region’s mental health services do not 
meet the burden of the region’s wide preva-
lence of psychological disorders. Comparative 
data on the availability of health infrastructure 
that addresses mental health issues indicate 
the extent of the problem (table 6.1). All five 

Table 6.1  Mental health infrastructure in conflict-affected Arab countries, per 100,000 population

 Beds in mental hospitals Psychiatrists in the mental 
health sector

Psychologists in the mental 
health sector

Iraq 4.26 0.27 0.15

Lebanon 39.44 1.41 2.12

Palestine 5.24 0.82 0.34

Somalia 4.17 0.04 0.00

Sudan 0.42 0.06 0.48

Syria 6.09 0.31 0.10

World median 7.50 1.27 0.30

Source: WHO 2011b.



138

Losses in education have a lasting effect on de-
velopment, one that can lead to irredeemable 
intergenerational losses in well-being.83 Losses 
in education because of conflict thus have a dual 
impact. First, they reduce productivity among the 
generation incurring the loss, which limits eco-
nomic opportunity among future generations. 
Second, they indirectly expose the country to a 
higher risk of perpetuated conflict through these 
economic losses, particularly in the case of civil 
war. The danger of a violence trap from a damaged 
education system is more directly at play in the 
sociocultural and political value of a conciliatory 
educational system that aims to build peace and 
trust, a value lost with the disruptions in education 
that violence might cause. Conversely, education 
in crises can play a dual humanitarian-develop-
ment function whereby it not only meets basic 
schooling needs, but can also serve as a means of 
transitioning out of crises into recovery.84 

Syria
Prior to the crisis, Syria had achieved a 93.1 per-
cent net enrollment rate in primary education and 
a 62 percent net enrollment rate in secondary 
education. By 2013, these rates had dropped to 67 
and 44 percent, respectively.85 Almost two years 
after the conflict had erupted, over 11 percent of 
schools in Syria had been damaged or destroyed, 
and another 9 percent were being used as shel-
ters.86 There had also been numerous reported 
attacks on the teachers and staff of educational 
facilities as well as students, including kidnappings 
and threats. The Ministry of Higher Education 
reported that public universities in Damascus had 
received 40,000 students displaced from other 
universities in the country, and sources at the 
University of Damascus claimed that 10 percent 
of its faculty members had left the country by 
the end of 2013.87 These events will have severe 
consequences for the educational attainment 
and educational achievement of thousands of 
Syria’s youth.

Additionally, the Assistance Coordination Unit 
reported large regional gender disparities in sec-
ondary school attendance rates that were at-
tributed to the security situation and the presence 
of ruling groups of different ideologies.88 Colleges 
and universities were reportedly less affected 
than primary and secondary schools, except in 
Ar-Raqqa, a Da’esh stronghold in October 2014.89 

Recent evidence suggests that, in some parts of 
the country, the curricula of schools that continue 
to operate in areas controlled by Da’esh have been 

including war, on well-being is mediated by the 
presence of a variety of protective factors both 
within the individual and in the surrounding 
social and physical environments. These factors 
are sometimes characterized as resilience.

Resilience was originally conceptualized as a 
trait of individuals who were apparently not as 
prone to mental illness if they were exposed to 
certain hardships or stressors.79 Increasingly, 
however, resilience is being identified outside 
individuals in social sources of support, which 
is particularly relevant to societies weakened by 
war.80 Managing exposure to the psychological 
effects of war is dependent on individuals being 
able to tap into familiar sources of support, in-
cluding economic and educational opportunities 
as well as local social networks. In Palestine, 
for example, people who can go back to school 
or regain employment and family ties to nor-
malize their living conditions, even if conflict 
is on-going or has permanently altered daily 
life, are the least likely to exhibit symptoms of 
mental conditions.81 

Policy interventions should thus seek to 
highlight the structural constraints imposed 
by war on the development of youth, includ-
ing macro-level political, economic and social 
factors.82 A more ecological understanding 
of the effects of conflict—one that takes into 
consideration a broader range of the effects of 
violent conflict such as human insecurity and 
economic constraints—is essential to capturing 
the relationship between both war and violence 
and psychological well-being.

6.4
The impact 
of conflict 
on education 
and 
employment
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to make ends meet.99 In 2013, Syria suffered the 
second worst economic contraction recorded in 
a single year; the deterioration in GDP increased 
in each quarter, and GDP fell to 39 percent of the 
2010 level.100 Private consumption, a more direct 
measure of household welfare, showed a similar 
pattern.101 This massive loss in productive capacity 
and well-being will affect education and employ-
ment for years to come.

Iraq
Years of war, violence and sanctions in Iraq have 
caused the country to fall behind on a raft of 
educational indicators. Youth illiteracy (15–29) 
has climbed back to 15 percent among young 
men and 20 percent among young women, higher 
than regional averages.102 Educational attainment 
is higher among men for the cohort born in the 
early 1960s than for all younger groups and has 
been stagnant among adult women born between 
the mid-1960s and the 1990s.103 Net secondary 
enrollment is 44 percent (39 percent among young 
women in 2007), and gross tertiary enrollment 
is around 16 percent.104 Seventy-five percent of 
children not enrolled in school are girls, and over a 
fifth of adolescent girls are married.105 The children 
of uneducated mothers are three times more likely 
to be wed young than the children of mothers with 
secondary education.106 Urban youth are far more 
likely to attend secondary school than rural youth, 
and young women in the top socioeconomic quintile 
are more than three times more likely to be literate 
than young women in the poorest quintile.107 

In the climate of rising sectarian tensions of the 
years following the U.S. invasion, the Iraqi edu-
cational system could have served to promote a 
culture of tolerance and unity. Instead, sectarian 
bias appears in the curriculum for religion, and 
disunity prevails in the development of an edu-
cational programme specific to the autonomous 
Kurdish region.108 Because of the recent surge 
in violence and the seizure by Da’esh of parts of 
northern Iraq, regional disparities are likely to rise 
further: schools in Mosul now follow Da’esh–dic-
tated curriculum, a sharp departure from the na-
tional school curriculum.109 

Iraqi youth in the labour force are significantly 
more likely to be working outside Iraq than their 
older counterparts. The same is true of the univer-
sity educated, whose situation partly reflects the 
frequent attacks on academics and educational facil-
ities, especially in the few years after the invasion.110 
For the academic and teaching corps who stayed in 
Iraq, the years of sanctions brought isolation from 

changed.90 The start of the 2014 school year came 
with a modified curriculum in northeastern Syria. 
Philosophy, art and music were eliminated, and 
history and religious education among minori-
ties was banned. In addition to resembling the 
Salafist curriculum, the new educational system 
adopted in some parts of Iraq and Syria where 
Da’esh is in control has become entirely gender 
segregated.91 

Similarly, in 2014, the Syrian Ministry of Educa-
tion reformed the official education programme, 
replacing nationalist education with civic edu-
cation, with noted departures from a focus on 
Baathist history and state formation.92 To the 
extent that these rapid changes in curricula are 
implemented, differences in curricula risk widening 
the gap among Syrian youth receiving education: 
to the same extent that education can be an in-
valuable tool to mitigate conflict through equal 
access, economic opportunity and the teaching of 
equality and tolerance, it can also be perniciously 
divisive.93 

In the few years preceding the conflict, close 
to 19 percent of the Syrian labour force aged 
15–24 was unemployed, and about 15 percent 
had been unemployed for over a year.94 Syri-
an youth labour force participation was one of 
the lowest in the Arab world, especially among 
young women. However, unemployment rates 
increased dramatically, from almost 15 percent in 
2011 to 57.7 by the end of 2014.95 Youth became 
over-represented in informal employment and in 
non-contractual and unregistered work, which 
is far less secure and offers fewer benefits than 
the formal sector. If pre-conflict youth unemploy-
ment had displayed the same rate of increase as 
overall unemployment, it would probably have 
reached around 76 percent in 2014. Poverty 
also showed a parallel rise, reaching almost 
82.5 percent in 2014, while extreme poverty 
hit 64.7 percent.96 

On the eve of the conflict, Syria had a high rate 
of youth inactivity relative to the rest of the region; 
35 percent of young men and over 71 percent of 
young women were neither in the labour force 
nor in education.97 The effect of conflict on this 
category varied. Drops in enrollment meant that 
more youth were leaving education; the report-
ed household security and safety concerns have 
meant that many of the youth leaving education 
were simply staying home, thereby increasing the 
inactivity rate.98 Against this, the number of first-
time entrants in the labour force among young 
people was rising, as more people were seeking 
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in 10 (including 12 schools of the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East [UNRWA]) were suspended. Be-
cause of power cuts, limits on the importation of 
diesel fuel and the rising price of fuel and basic 
food stuffs, jobs were few.

The blockade also means that Palestinian work-
ers in Gaza are denied the opportunity to train 
abroad and lack exposure to the latest technology 
and expertise in areas such as health care, a loss 
that is especially difficult to bear during times of 
crisis.120 The armed conflict of 7 July to 26 August 
2014 was the deadliest escalation in hostilities 
to affect Gaza since 1967; 1,563 Palestinian civil-
ians were killed, including 538 children and 306 
women.121 On top of the virtual crippling of all eco-
nomic activity during the military campaign, the 
heavy casualties and the permanent maiming and 
disabling of civilians, the Israeli offensive damaged 
six UNRWA schools sheltering refugees (such at-
tacks on UN schools are not new; two UNRWA 
schools were hit by Israeli fire during Operation 
Cast Lead in 2009).122 The Islamic University of 
Gaza was also badly damaged by Israeli rockets, as 
had happened during the 2008–2009 offensive.

Somalia
In 2010, Somalia stood near the bottom of the 
world’s Human Development Index rankings, at 
165 out of 170.123 In a country that had suffered a 
protracted civil war and still suffers great destitu-
tion, sharp inequalities threaten development as 
they perpetuate two traps: poverty and violence. In 
2006, a quarter of young Somali women (15–29) 
were illiterate. A survey conducted in 2012 showed 
that 48 percent of youth were literate (53 percent 
of young men and 43 percent of young women) 
and that youth literacy was higher in urban areas.124 
While these rates are still alarmingly low, there is 
a glimmer of hope: the cohort aged 15–29 shows 
higher literacy than the overall adult population, 
particularly men.

Somalia’s youth unemployment rate of 67 per-
cent in 2012—and the average duration of a period 
of unemployment reaching one year—is among 
the world’s highest.125 The rate among young 
women stood at 74 percent. Somalia, like Syria, 
shows a high rate of inactive youth: around 21 
percent were neither in the labour force nor in 
education in 2012.

According to a UNDP survey conducted for the 
Somalia National Human Development Report 2012 
that covered more than 3,300 young Somali men 
and women aged 14 to 29, many of the inactive 

the larger regional community of knowledge and 
extreme deprivation of the most basic of teaching 
materials and resources.111 The Ministry of Higher 
Education responded with measures to protect 
academics and safeguard the higher educational 
system. Academics were allowed to work from home 
part of the time, and distance-learning programmes 
were set up with organizations.112  

Palestine
Israel’s policies of closure and the restriction of 
movement within and between the West Bank and 
Gaza and between Palestine and other countries 
affect young people disproportionately. These poli-
cies limit not only the access of youth to education 
and jobs, they also indirectly affect the families of 
youth because of the reduced remittances and 
income. The case of the second Intifada is a clear 
illustration: the unemployment rate was consis-
tently higher among young workers than among 
the overall labour force, but, during the second 
Intifada and immediately following, the increase in 
unemployment was far more rapid among young 
people.113 

While Palestine shows good enrollment rates 
in secondary and tertiary education relative to 
world averages, there are issues. In 2013, a re-
port published by the Ministry of National Econ-
omy and Applied Research Institute found that 
65 percent of young Palestinians are dissatisfied 
with their academic specialization, mainly because 
of financial hardship, the cost of tuition and the 
lack of proper guidance or information.114 Indeed, 
Palestine shows the highest rate of youth (15–25 
years) inactivity of any Arab country.115 Close to 
63 percent of this age-group are neither students 
nor in the labour force. The rate is alarmingly high 
among women, at 81 percent. While this statis-
tic is one of a hallmark of countries experiencing 
protracted or large-scale violence, the rate of Pal-
estinian youth (15–29 years) in transition—unem-
ployed or employed in unsatisfactory jobs—is also 
high, at around 32 percent.116 Income is signifi-
cantly correlated with a successful transition from 
education to the labour force; education, however, 
plays no significant role.117 

Even before the war of 2014, the blockade had 
gradually made Gaza uninhabitable.118 Among 
families, 80 percent were in need of humanitari-
an assistance; hospitals were already running on 
emergency reserves; factories were laying off 
workers, and youth unemployment was at 50 
percent.119 A ban on imports of building materials 
into Gaza meant that nine construction projects 
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and 34 percent of 20–24-year-olds), but a sizeable share 
are jobless because they are discouraged (19 percent 
and 32 percent, respectively).137 While unemployment 
decreases with higher educational attainment among 
the overall population, education is associated with 
higher rates of unemployment among young people: 
unemployment is highest among youth with more 
than secondary educational attainment (48.7 percent) 
and lowest among illiterate youth (23.4 percent). 138 

6.5
Forced 
migration 
and its 
impact on 
youth
Forced migration resulting from war or looming 
conflict is one of the most serious socio-economic 
issues facing the region. In 2013, there were 10.7 
million individuals newly displaced from their 
homes as a result of conflict. Both the duration 
and the speed of escalation of these conflicts are 
bound to intensify the social, economic and polit-
ical exclusion of refugees. According to the Inter-
nal Displacement Monitoring Centre, the largest 
internal displacements in 2013 related to conflict 
and violence were in Syria (6.5 million), Sudan 
(2.4 million), Iraq (2.1 million) and Somalia (1.1 mil-
lion).139 By July 2015, those displaced by the Syrian 
conflict alone had reached 11.6 million.140 Of these, 
7.6 million were internally displaced persons, while 
the rest were refugees (that is, outside their coun-
try of nationality). Children under 18 years consti-
tuted 50 percent of the global refugee population 
in 2013, the highest share in a decade.141 Somali 
children ranked high among roughly 25,300 asy-
lum applications lodged by unaccompanied or 
separated children in 77 countries in 2013.

Long-term displacements create generations 
who lack access to quality education and thus 

young men gave no reason for their inactivity, 
indicating lack of hope.126 Young people are already 
heavily involved in the Somali conflict: they form 
much of the membership of Al-Shabaab and many 
other armed groups and militias. In fact, inactive 
young people are more susceptible to being drawn 
into such behaviour. Financial incentives appear 
to be the primary reason for youth voluntarily 
joining armed groups, and grievances are the 
second.127 But, where grievances are the main 
motivator, relative deprivation, marginalization 
and exclusion stand out.

The conflict is so prolonged in Somalia that the 
country seems stuck in a statelessness trap.128 
Many Somalis may not ascribe the prolongation 
of violence to state failure and have become wary 
of empowering a central authority. This has led to 
the emergence of groups who support local gov-
ernance and conflict reduction, but are suspicious 
of state revival, particularly as a generation comes 
of age, but has no living memory of a functioning 
central state.129

Sudan
Before South Sudan’s independence, regional indica-
tors of illiteracy and unemployment were highest in 
the southern areas of Sudan and showed significant 
regional disparity: women in conflict areas were at 
a higher risk of illiteracy than men and women in 
non-conflict areas.130 Today, following South Sudan’s 
independence, literacy rates in Sudan are highest in 
the capital and lowest in the conflict-affected regions 
of Darfur and eastern Sudan. 2012 data indicate that 
73.4 percent of Sudanese aged above 15 years are 
able to read and write.131 

While gender gaps in education and labour mar-
ket participation in Sudan remain well above world 
averages for developing countries, they have been 
shrinking. In 2012, the ratio of literacy rates among 
women to literacy rates among men was 73 percent 
for the entire population, but 84 percent among the 
15–24 age-group.132 However, these rates obscure 
large geographical and socio-economic disparities: 
the enrollment of young women in secondary schools 
exceeds the enrollment of young men in urban areas 
and among the richest quintile.133 

Sudan also shows an alarming rate of youth unem-
ployment, particularly among urban youth and among 
young women.134 In 2013, the unemployment rate among 
young people, at 24.5 percent, was almost double the 
rate among adults (12.5 percent). 135 Youth unemploy-
ment is 27.5 percent among young women versus 20.4 
percent among adults.136 The unemployed are mostly 
first-time job seekers (70 percent of 15–19-year-olds 
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future of refugees. Internally displaced persons 
in Somalia are often members of minority clans 
who lose their social support when uprooted, 
are subject to exploitation and violence and are 
vulnerable to recruitment by armed groups, par-
ticularly if the households of internally displaced 
persons are headed by women or children.152 The 
family unit has often been shattered; children have 
been separated from their parents, as reported 
in the Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan, where 
grandparents stay with their grandchildren, while 
parents remain back home to secure a possible 
income and to protect the family’s property.153 
Decision-making roles and responsibilities in the 
household thus shift abruptly: children become 
breadwinners, and women take responsibility 
for raising the children and earning income after 
losing their partners. 

6.6
Conflict 
and civic 
participation
‘Truth is the first casualty of war,’ they say. Trust 
may well be the second. War and violent conflict 
undercut social and political trust and reduce polit-
ical participation in mainstream civic life. Exposure 
to violence can reduce trust in political institutions 
that fail to ensure public security, as in Somalia, 
leading to political apathy. If state institutions can 
no longer provide political order or jobs, young peo-
ple may be attracted to extremist groups or their 
ideologies. Rebel leaders have always known this.

“In the south [of Sudan], it pays to rebel”, said Dr 
John Garang de Mabior, leader of the Sudanese 
People’s Liberation Army in 1983.154 

The breakdown of state institutions and power 
struggles among armed factions have led to a rise 
in sectarian politics, a fairly new development in 
countries such as Iraq and Syria.155 With the in-
creasingly sectarian tone of the conflict and the 
emergence of groups operating in the name of 
Islam or other religious and ethnic identities in 

reproduce and deepen the negative effects of 
forced displacements. Since the beginning of the 
war in Syria, 90 percent of the Syrian refugee 
children and youth aged 6–17 are estimated to 
be out of school.142 In 2013, of 2.8 million Syrian 
refugees outside the borders of their own country, 
less than 359,000 children were enrolled in formal 
primary or secondary education.143 In Jordan, 
where the Syrian refugee population reached an 
estimated 800,000 in 2014, secondary-school 
enrollment rates recorded in Zaatari camp (the 
largest, with close to 160,000 refugees) were 
at 24 percent among girls and 15 percent among 
boys.144 Of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, almost 
30 percent of the men and 36 percent of the 
women are 15–29 years old. The gross secondary-
school enrollment ratio among Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon is 19 percent (16 percent among young 
men and 24 percent among young women).145 
Considering Syria’s enrollment rates before the 
crisis, the loss of schooling among the refugees in 
these host countries is stark. Syrian children also 
face a number of other barriers in the educational 
systems in host countries. While the national 
Syrian curriculum is solely in Arabic, for example, 
Lebanon’s is in English and French. Moreover, 
Syrian children at Lebanese schools have been 
facing discrimination, violence and acculturation 
issues and a lack of support in the classroom.146 
The Lebanese Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education has imposed barriers to the registration 
of refugees that are sometimes prohibitive to the 
education of refugees in public schools.147 

Similarly, access to education among internally 
displaced persons is negatively affected by conflict, 
as is evident in the case of Somalia.148 Post-conflict 
trends in other cases show that lower educational 
attainment among conflict-affected cohorts per-
sists because these cohorts rarely resume their 
education after the conflict has ended.149 

Conflict can also have spillover effects on the 
educational system and labour market of neigh-
bouring countries hosting refugees. In Lebanon, 
for example, UNESCO estimates that 140,000 
Lebanese school-age children are directly affected 
by the demands represented by Syrian refugees on 
the Lebanese educational system.150 The influx of 
Syrian labourers has also put downward pressure 
on wages in the informal sectors in both Jordan 
and Lebanon.151 

Another consequence of forced displacement 
is the severing of ties within the family, a major 
protection and support institution in Arab societ-
ies. This is bound to have a multiplier effect on the 
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ing.164 In many cases, the decisions of a minority 
of young people to enlist in militant organizations 
or to engage in acts of violence can be viewed as a 
form of resistance and may reflect resilience under 
challenging circumstances rather than resignation. 
Resistance and resilience imply agency, but resig-
nation connotes despair.

If social capital is well developed, young people 
may be less likely to join armed groups. If local asso-
ciations serve and engage youth, whether in sports 
clubs or civil defence units, young people have al-
ternative outlets for their energies through which 
they may gain a sense of community inclusion.165 

During wartime, new forms of civic and polit-
ical participation emerge, which, under certain 
conditions, may have a liberating effect during 
the post-conflict period. Some research on war-
torn sub-Saharan African countries indicates 
that political participation—such as registering 
to vote and attending community meetings, as 
well as civic engagement, such as membership in 
political groups and local associations—increases 
during and after violent conflict.166 Exposure to 
violence is associated with increased social trust 
and associational membership, perhaps because 
of post-traumatic growth or an enhanced appre-
ciation of life and reordering of priorities—after liv-
ing through conflict—that leads to more intimate 
relationships with others and a greater sense of 
personal strength and development.167 

In its tribes and groupings around the world, 
humankind lives under a delicate and brittle shell 
of apparent order and stability. Shatter it, and the 
worst elements sneak out. Autocrats have always 
known that, arguing “après moi le déluge” (“after 
me the flood”), and usually secure the often be-
grudging quiescence of their people. Yet, when 
the protective structure breaks, no one can predict 
how long the devastation will last or how widely 
it will spread.

There will always be conflict. Humankind’s hope 
is to minimize the conditions where it thrives, less-
ening thereby the scope for conflict itself. As every 
generation—today’s young—learns the awful costs 
of warmongering and civil conflict, their yearning 
for a return to stability grows.

Syria, people are likely to depend more heavily 
for care on religious networks and other types of 
organizations that emphasize social differences, 
as in Lebanon.156 Some reports on the evolution 
of civic life under war conditions in Syria indicate, 
however, that the conflict has stimulated civic 
participation and enhanced social capital in the 
country.157 

Similarly, youth in war-torn countries of the Arab 
region report higher levels of altruism vis-à-vis 
strangers than their counterparts in more peace-
ful countries both in the Arab region and among 
middle-income countries worldwide (annex 2 fig-
ure A.15). This finding is consistent with studies in 
other regions, where citizens in war-torn countries 
express particularly high generosity towards and 
feelings of solidarity with others.

Youth, especially young men, are usually the 
largest demographic group in armed organiza-
tions and are often depicted as especially prone 
to violence, in what may be considered a form of 
political participation.158 Yet, most young people 
do not engage in violence. Although reliable data 
are few, most extremist groups have low mem-
berships, especially as a share of the total youth 
population.159 The U.S. Department of State put 
the membership in Al-Qa’eda in Iraq, a precursor 
to Da’esh and the largest Sunni extremist group in 
Iraq, at only 1,000–2,000 in 2012.160 More recent 
estimates from September 2014 indicate that the 
group may have more than 30,000 fighters, but 
this is still small compared with the overall youth 
population in the countries where it operates, and 
it also includes fighters recruited globally. In So-
malia, Al-Shabaab was estimated to have several 
thousand members, including foreigners, although 
its numbers were bolstered by alliances with cer-
tain clan militias in some areas.161 

But why do the young people who engage in 
violence do it? Some motivations reflect a feeling 
of lack of choice in a collapsing social order or the 
need to support themselves and their families.162 
They may do it for money, in response to grievanc-
es such as poverty and economic or political ex-
clusion, or to avenge violence against themselves 
or loved ones.163 Some may be coerced into join-
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Chapter 7 Exclusion, mobility 
and migration
The chapter reviews migration 
patterns to and from the 22 
Arab countries, and the profile of 
young migrants in the GCC and 
in Western OECD countries. It 
then examines youth’s reasons 
to migrate and possible exclu-
sion factors, and envisages the 
role of migration policies in re-
ceiving or sending states, before 
emphasizing the role of inclusion 
in the migration process. Lastly, 
the chapter highlights impedi-

ments to the mobility of labor. 
The chapter emphasizes the 
range and diversity of capabili-
ties allowing youth to migrate in 
sizeable numbers to other coun-
tries inside the region, as well as 
outside the Arab region. How-
ever, it also questions the origin 
countries’ continuous reliance on 
youth exit in order to curb unem-
ployment and increase national 
households’ income through re-
mittances.
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7.1	
Migration 
pressures 
and patterns
Most common among 20–30-year-olds, mi-
gration is intrinsic to human development, in 
a process of expanding a population’s options 
and skills. The act of migration enhances capa-
bilities: some people migrate to access better 
financial, educational or professional oppor-
tunities; others, to obtain greater security or 
more political rights.

Those unable to use their capabilities at home 
may seek to migrate from a national economy 
failing to incorporate young professionals; from 
a socioeconomic, political, or religious setting 
discriminating against youth; or from a subna-
tional space (for example, where unequal access 
to development prevents fulfillment at home).1 
Against a backdrop of tightening international 
borders, transnational circulation is becoming 
more difficult for some groups, notably, low-
skilled, developing-country workers who are 
often denied Amartya Sen’s five “Instrumental 
freedoms” that spatial mobility can offer, espe-
cially “Protective security”.2

For an individual, crossing a border is the 
endpoint of a web of push factors at the per-
sonal, family and community level and at the 
macro-political and societal level, among which 
the scarcity of Sen’s five instrumental freedoms 
may well loom large. Yet, crossing a border may 
also involve a process of inclusion mediated 
by pull factors through one’s ability to use the 
remnants of these freedoms to expand the 
freedoms abroad.

Most Arab countries are marked by outward 
migration; yet, the vast stock of immigrants 
in GCC countries means that Arab countries 
as a whole receive more migrants (Arab and 
non-Arab) than they send out. (This is shown 
by data on the immigrant stock, refugees and 
non-refugees, in the Arab region and on Arab 
emigrants inside and outside the region).3 An 
estimated 27 million immigrants live within the 

borders of the richer Gulf countries of the region; 
these countries took in about 80 percent of all 
immigrants (Arab and non-Arab) in the region 
in 2010–2014 (annex 2 table A.16). Jordan 
and Lebanon stand out as both major migrant 
receivers and migrant senders: 9 percent and 
14 percent of their national populations are 
expatriated abroad, while 19 percent and 22 
percent of their resident populations consist of 
foreign migrants.4

Recent conflicts have left a huge mark on 
migration patterns. Some countries already 
embroiled in open conflict or threatened by 
looming violence have always been migrant-send-
ing, but political instability accentuates these 
trends. The number of Syrian emigrants living 
abroad in 2010 was 415,745 or 1.9 percent 
of the total resident population, a share that 
had shot up to nearly 14 percent by mid-2014 
(see annex 2 table A.16).5 Oil-producing Iraq 
and Libya used to be destinations for huge 
numbers of migrant workers until the inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003 and the overthrow of 
the Libyan regime in 2011. Before the Libyan 
revolution, the International Organization for 
Migration estimated that roughly 2.5 million 
foreigners were living in the country.6 The 
country is again receiving flows of sub-Saharan 
African and Asian migrants, some of whom 
are seeking to reach Europe from the Libyan 
coast. As of mid-2014, more than 1 million 
Egyptian workers (along with some from Tu-
nisia) were said to have returned to Libya to 
work owing to high unemployment in Egypt, 
but recent battles have forced some to move 
back to Egypt.

Migration from Arab countries in West Asia 
is directed towards other Arab countries, while 
migration from GCC countries and Arab countries 
in North Africa is mostly to non-Arab countries. 
Citizens of Arab countries in North Africa migrate 
in huge numbers to Europe, mainly France, Italy 
and Spain; citizens of GCC countries are dispersed 
between Australia, Europe and North America 
(Canada and the United States), and many Leb-
anese have settled in South America and West 
Africa (figure 7.1). By contrast, refugees from 
war-torn or politically unstable countries (Iraq, 
Mauritania, Somalia and Syria) remain largely 
confined to neighbouring countries: most Mau-
ritanians are in Senegal; Somalis have sought 
refuge in neighbouring East African countries, 
and, as of August 2015, more than 630,000 
refugees from Syria were in Jordan, almost 1.2 
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Figure 7.1  Arab migration by region of destination (Arab or other countries), 2010–2014

Figure 7.2  Arab migrants outside the Arab region: main destinations, 2010–2014

Source: Annex 2 table A.17.

Source: Annex 2 table A.17.
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7.2
Profile of
young 
migrants 
from the 
Arab region 
 
Migrants to the GCC countries are often skilled 
and highly skilled men

Most young migrants to the GCC countries 
are men who perform highly skilled activities. 
Partial data for the GCC countries indicate 
that non-national Arab populations in GCC 
countries consist mainly of men: 205 men for 
every 100 women, on average, in Kuwait, for 
instance.10 Among the Arab migrants ages 15 
and above, 15–29-year-olds comprise more 

Figure 7.3  Origin of migrants in selected receiving Arab countries, around 2010

Source: Annex 2 table A.18.
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million in Lebanon and 1.8 million in Turkey, be-
sides seeking shelter in Egypt and Iraq (annex 2 
table A.17; figure 7.2).

North African countries, including Egypt, do 
not have large shares of migrants, unlike GCC 
countries. The share in Qatar, for example, is 
90 percent (annex 2 table A.16). Immigrants 
to the GCC countries, as well as to Jordan and 
Lebanon, come from the Arab world and Asia. 
Partial data emphasize the dominant share 
of Asian migrants in the GCC countries; Indi-
ans make up the majority: 2.0–2.8 million in 
Saudi Arabia, 544,000 in Qatar and 700,000 
in Kuwait (figure 7.2; annex 2 table A.18).7 An 
estimated 100,000 women workers from In-
donesia, the Philippines and Sri Lanka work 
in Jordan as domestic helpers; in Lebanon, 
workers in that sector include a high share 
of Ethiopian nationals, alongside Asian na-
tionalities. In Libya, some pools of migrants 
from Asia, Egypt and sub-Saharan Africa are 
said to have returned (or never left their home 
countries) since the onset of the conflict in 
2011.8 Among Arab migrants, Egyptians account 
for the lion’s share: an estimated 482,000 
in Kuwait or 21 percent of all migrants and 
over 1 million in Saudi Arabia. Egyptians also 
represented 71 percent of all permit-holding 
foreign workers in Jordan in the late 2000s.9 
In Lebanon, Syrians are the most numerous as 
workers before the Syrian war and as workers 
and refugees today.
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than a quarter (26 percent). By comparison, 
young Asians, for example, account for only 
18 percent of all Asian migrants in Bahrain. 
Many Arab nationals in Bahrain are also well 
educated: 22 percent are university graduates, 
while, among Asians, this is true of only 7 
percent.11 People from Arab countries often 
perform highly skilled activities: 22 percent 
of migrant workers are in managerial and 
specialist jobs, compared with 9 percent of 
foreign workers as a whole.12

This migration of largely skilled men 
from Arab countries to the GCC countries 
has demographic implications. In the GCC 
countries, family reunification depends on 
a worker’s position and income, as well 
as the sponsor’s approval (see below). 
Low-income workers therefore have lit-
tle chance of bringing their dependants 
over, which may explain the higher share 
of young age-groups among Arab migrants 
to the GCC countries relative to the Asian 
migrants (who form the bulk of workers 
in oil-producing countries). Partial data on 
Qatar, for instance, indicate that family 
dependants accounted for only 17 percent 
of Indian expatriates in the country (among 
Nepalese, 0.2 percent, but, among Arabs, 
almost half).13 The professional status also 
conditions the length of stay because highly 
skilled workers benefit from longer-term 
contracts, which are more easily renew-
able than those of manual workers. Some 
Arabs born in the GCC may be classified 
as foreigners and, hence, as migrants; in 
the GCC countries, naturalization is ex-
tremely rare.14

However, not all Arabs in the GCC countries 
match the high-income, highly educated 
profile. Half of the Egyptian migrants to 
the GCC countries have a secondary-school 
education and are employed in middle-range 
occupations such as technician or sales and 
services workers.15 Even though many are 
skilled, Egyptians in the GCC countries may 
not earn sufficiently to allow them to reuni-
fy with their families because their wages 
either fall below an official bar such as the 
minimal legal income or are too low for the 
family to meet their living expenses in the 
GCC. Egyptian workers in Jordan, by con-
trast, are usually in low-skilled activities 
in agriculture, construction and hospitality 
services.

Migrants to OECD countries: education looms 
large

The composition of young migrants varies 
hugely by nationality. Men make up the majority 
of Arab migrants; there are 176 men for every 
100 women. Young age-groups (15–29) 
make up 18 percent of all Arab migrants, 
and the 15–24 group makes up 10 percent. 
Young Somalis, for example, are a third of 
all Somalis in OECD countries,16 probably 
because of the share of unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking Somali minors, while young 
Algerians are less than 5 percent of the total 
of their expatriate nationals in the region. 
Among nationals who are migrants of GCC 
countries in the region, 40–80 percent are 
under 25-year-olds (figure 7.3).
Sending countries can be divided into two 
groups based on the age of the migrants. The 
first group—mainly sending migrants of ages 
30 and above—includes southern and eastern 
Mediterranean countries, from Mauritania to 
Syria, suggesting that most of the migrants 
are economically active. The second group—
with a higher youth presence—includes East 
African countries, Yemen and, especially, the 
GCC countries and points to the dominance 
of families with children (15–19 years), as 
well as students (20–24 years). Saudi Arabia 
exemplifies the growing trend of GCC coun-
tries’ student migration to Western countries 
(box 7.1). Arab migrants in the 15-24 age-group 
are likely also to be economically inactive 
(correlation coefficient +0.83).17

The proportion of graduates among Arab 
migrants in OECD countries is 22 percent. 
Among young migrants who have completed 
tertiary education (25–29 years), it stands at 26.1 
percent. However, young Iraqis and Somalis, who 
often arrived as refugees, and young Algerians, 
Moroccans and Tunisians have a below-average 
proportion of those attaining tertiary education, 
while more of the students from Arab countries 
in West Asia (Jordanians, Lebanese, Palestinians 
and Syrians), as well as young Egyptians, are 
highly educated (annex 2 figure A.16).

Subregional patterns—from North Africa,mixed in 
the Mashreq, and to the GCC. Refugees stay close 
to home

Outward migration prevails in Arab coun-
tries in North Africa; patterns are mixed in 
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Table B7.1.1  Saudi Arabian students abroad, 2013–2014

Box 7.1  Growing presence of Saudi youth studying in Western universities

Students—the vast majority are young men—
account for the bulk of Saudi nationals abroad. 
Of the country’s students, 199,285 were enrolled 

abroad in academic year 2013–2014, from 
undergraduate to PhD levels, up from a low of 
12,800 in 2002–2003 (table B7.1.1).

Their number has grown since the mid-2000s, 
reflecting heavy investments in education that 
quadrupled enrollment in tertiary education 
after 2000, as well as programmes to encour-
age studying abroad, such as the King Abdul-
lah Scholarship Programme. This encourages 
young Saudis to acquire world-class training 
in scientific and related specialties (medicine, 
engineering, law, accounting, and marketing, 
for instance) in overseas universities to upgrade 
future Saudi human capital to competitive in-
ternational standards.

The programme started with the United States 
and was expanded to other countries. Along 

with other incentive programmes, it provides 
generous financial support to Saudi students 
and to the spouses or other family members 
accompanying them. In 2013–2014, 83 percent 
of the 199,285 students received scholarships, 
and the rest paid their own expenses. A similar 
policy is being pursued by Oman, Qatar and 
United Arab Emirates.

The gains from such programmes are hard 
to track. No study has assessed the socio-eco-
nomic or financial impact of the programmes 
or whether students return to their countries 
of origin or whether they work in the local la-
bour market.

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (Saudi Arabia) 2015.
Note: The table refers to all the students enrolled (muqayydoûn) during academic year 2013−2014, from undergraduate to PhD levels.

 Males Females Total

Arab Countries 13,736 9,050 22,786

Of which Egypt 3,255 990 4,245

                  Jordan 6,067 1,216 7,283

Asia and Oceania 18,251 3,690 21,941

Of which China 1,241 175 1,416

                  Malaysia 1,134 227 1,411

                  Australia 10,734 2,268 13,002

Europe 19,622 9,152 28,774

Of which UK 13,794 6,458 20,252

America 98,500 27,284 125,784

                  Canada 14,280 4,646 18,926

                  United States 84,220 22,638 106,858

Total 150,109 49,176 199,285
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Arab countries in West Asia (Egypt, Lebanon, 
Palestine, Jordan and Syria), and the oil-
rich Gulf economies are mainly destination 
countries.

The Arab countries in North Africa (Comoros 
and Mauritania to a lesser extent) are emigration 
countries towards Europe; these migrants 
are, most often, workers 30 years of age or 
older. Most young migrants from the region 
have no tertiary education. Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon and Palestine are more diverse. 
Jordan and Lebanon are major recipient 
countries of blue-collar workers from other 
Arab countries and from Asia, as well as 
refugees from neighbouring countries. The 
four countries are also major emigration 
countries, most often to other Arab countries, 
but especially to the oil-producing Gulf 
countries. Lebanese migrate everywhere. 
Migrants from these four countries are 
workers as well as families because of the 
relatively high skills of the workers (slightly 
less so among Egyptians, who are more often 
skilled and semi-skilled than highly skilled). 
The GCC countries and Libya before the 2011 
uprising are major immigration countries, 
taking in people from Arab countries, Asians 
and sub-Saharan Africans. Few of their 
citizens emigrate; most that do are students 
and family dependents.

Figure 7.4  Share of young migrants from Arab countries in OECD countries by nationality and age 
group, 2011

Source: OECD 2014.

Refugees tend to cluster in neighbouring coun-
tries. Refugees from the Arab region (Iraq, Somalia, 
Sudan and Syria) are mainly clustered in neigh-
bouring countries, but some are also dispersed 
across the world, especially in northern Europe 
and North America. Their emigration patterns 
display differences in skills and age structures; 
yet most migrate as families. Pull factors include 
receiving-country policies and political trends. 
Somali migrants, especially, are characterized by 
a large proportion of younger people who only 
rarely have attained tertiary education.

The exclusion of the highly skilled and the flight 
of human capital
 
Migration is a symptom of the exclusion of 
highly skilled youth from their societies. Long 
before the onset of the Arab uprisings, the 
structural foundations of the high emigration 
rates from Arab countries had been pinpointed: 
lagging incomes, patronage-led economies, 
nepotism and the lack of political expres-
sion. All these hampered the socio-political 
engagement of youth, especially the skilled 
and the highly skilled. During the 2000s, 
Arab countries had among the highest rates 
worldwide of skilled emigration.18 Several 
youth surveys showed an increasing number 
of youth seeking to emigrate. For example, 
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among the highly educated in Tunisia, the 
share of youth aged 15–29 willing to em-
igrate jumped from 22 percent in 1995 to 
76 percent in 2005.19 In Lebanon, a third of 
young graduates were willing to leave their 
country in 2008.20 In 2010, 62 percent of 
Jordanian migrants abroad were university 
graduates.21

In Arab countries, migration is most prevalent 
among university graduates. For instance, 
in Jordan in 2011, unemployment among 
graduates was 16 percent, against an official 
overall rate of 13 percent.22 In Morocco in the 
2000s, 19 percent of graduates were without 
jobs in 2013, as opposed to 4.5 percent of 
the population holding no degree at all.23 In 
Tunisia in 2010, the share of unemployed 
graduates was nearly double the 13 percent 
national rate, and matters grew worse when 
unemployment among graduates reached 
32.6 percent in 2013.24

Graduate unemployment started rising in 
the late 1990s after many countries in the 
region had, in the 1980s and early 1990s, 
picked up the pace of economic reform and 
structural adjustment, joined the World Trade 
Organization and realigned their economies to 
international productivity standards, some-
times via privatization, leading to hard-hitting 
cutbacks in public jobs, formerly the main 
absorber of graduates.25 The insertion of Arab 
economies into globalized markets acceler-
ated these trends.26 The reforms compelled 
employers to invest in labour-intensive, low 
value added economic sectors, such as in-
dustrial subcontracting, assembly and textile 
manufacturing, and to use low-skilled workers. 
Labour and wages thus became devalued 
and failed to satisfy the financial and social 
ambitions of the professional class, all the 
more so because skilled and highly skilled 
young nationals exhibit high reservation wages, 
“Based on expectations of obtaining public 
sector or foreign jobs.”27 Meanwhile, average 
standards of living fell everywhere in the re-
gion, as economic rationalization toughened.

Migration may also be understood as a 
political reaction to the nepotism and clien-
telism that plague all Arab countries, including 
educational and professional systems. The 
structural adjustment plans, which were seen 
as prerequisites for political reform in ossified 
polities, in fact achieved the opposite.28 States 
kept tight control over economic liberalization, 

stymying the expected dismantling of rentier 
systems and monopolies of power, ironically 
using the international rhetoric of reform 
to justify greater political control.29 Access 
to congested labour markets became more 
problematic, requiring personal connections 
as well as qualifications and skills. Even en-
trepreneurs and investors came to need such 
connections to cut through red tape, access 
markets and develop business.

The enduring power of clientelism in redistribut-
ing assets and the poor environment for evolving 
one’s capabilities also created deep development 
inequalities. In Tunisia, for example, the fact that 
the first spark of the uprisings actually ignited in 
Sidi Bouzid stems from the extreme poverty in 
the central region, which is deprived of industry 
and tourism and characterized by low education, 
poor infrastructure and an absence of inter-
national ties.30 In Tunisia as a whole, graduate 
unemployment reached 23 percent in 2010. Yet, 
in the centre of the country, the rates were twice 
as high: 46.5 percent in Gafsa and 38.5 percent in 
Kasserine and Tataouine. In Sidi Bouzid, the rate 
was 40 percent.31

Such development inequalities affected mi-
gration from the central region. During the 
2000s, it was mainly directed towards the 
coastal regions of Tunisia rather than to inter-
national labour markets, which required assets 
and capabilities these youth did not possess.32 
Deprived of the wherewithal to emigrate legally, 
youth from the southern and central regions 
resorted en masse to irregular migration, which 
intensified after 2008.
 According to statistics of the Tunisian Consul-
ar authorities in Tripoli, Libya, of all Tunisian 
migrants arrested by Libyan authorities or 
by the Italian coast guard, most (67 percent) 
came from the southern and central regions 
of Tunisia.33 The would-be migrants may not 
have appreciated it at the time, but arrest may 
have saved them from drowning (box 7.2).

The overlap in the irregular sources of migra-
tion flows (in many instances, unsuccessful if 
immigrants are arrested) and socio-economic 
development inequalities are striking in Tu-
nisia. Because infrastructure development 
in the poorer regions has not improved, the 
frustrations of younger potential workers 
have mounted, reproducing the factors that 
support precarious and irregular migration.

However, by choosing to exit rather than give 
voice, emigrants help maintain the conditions 
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Box 7.2  When hope ends in death

The year 2015 has been murderous for mi-
grants attempting to cross the Mediterranean 
towards Europe. By mid-April, more than 500 
people had lost their lives, 30 times more 
than those who had lost their lives during the 
same period in 2014.1 In one weekend alone, 
the Italian coast guard registered more than 
8,500 immigrants making their way into the 
country by sea.2

European border authorities recorded about 
841,000 irregular entries by sea to the Eu-
ropean Union between January 1998 and 
September 2014; about 138,000 of these 
occurred in 2014.3 Several factors may explain 
this peak. The growing political instability in 
the Arab region entailed massive displace-
ments. The summer war of 2014 in Gaza 
compelled youth to risk their lives to get 
away from poverty and hopelessness. And 
the collapse of the state in Libya broke down 
the last barrier between Africa and Europe 
for many in Libya.
Data of the Italian Interior Ministry, an-
alysed by Fargues and Bonfanti (2014), 

show that political events correlate with 
massive attempts at illegal crossings by sea. 
Records of Tunisians entering illegally shot 
up after the repression of social uprisings 
in Gafsa region in 2008. In 2011, flows of 
Palestinians, Somalis, Sudanese and Syri-
ans were mainly refugee flows. However, 
such dangerous migration routes are also 
used by mixed migration flows: Algerians, 
Egyptians (to a lesser extent), Moroccans 
and Tunisians comprise a higher share of 
economic migrants in these mixed migra-
tion flows.4

In view of the huge risks run by migrants 
smuggled by sea, the distinction between 
economic and forced migrants becomes 
less clear. Indeed, economic migrants seek-
ing livelihoods to support family members 
back home and even better life prospects 
in Europe were among the 15,000 dead and 
missing persons counted from January 1998 
to 30 September 2014, which is a minimal 
estimate given that many deaths remain 
uncounted.5

Source: The Report team.
1. UNHCR 2015b.
2. UNHCR 2015b.
3. Fargues and Bonfanti 2014, p. 2.
4. Fargues and Bonfanti 2014.
5. The data and the analyses discussed here are taken from Fargues and Bonfanti (2014). Data have been interpreted by 
the Report team.

of their exclusion at home.34 The open door 
to emigration in all Arab states allows the 
states to export potential malcontents in the 
political, economic and social sphere and to 
maintain socio-political stability or stagnation. 
The emigration of ambitious young graduates 

acts as a valve, permitting the state to con-
trol its elites across generations, especially 
through patronage networks, at the cost of 
economic, social and political reform. It is a 
deliberate, though not widely touted policy 
choice of the state.
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7.3	
Migration 
policies in 
receiving 
and sending 
countries
State migration policies play a central role in pull-
ing or pushing migrants. Some receiving countries 
use economic policies to cherry pick the best mi-
grants, while others are more liberal about refugee 
admissions. Other factors in these countries may 
also be at play, such as sponsorship. Most send-
ing countries are closely involved in the migration 
process, but few supervise the welfare of their 
citizens once those citizens are abroad.

Receiving countries
 
The West attracts many top graduates

Canada, the United Kingdom and the United 
States have, over the last two decades, attracted 
the lion’s share of the Arab region’s highly skilled 
migrants, reflecting a strategy that encourages 
labour migration (rather than reunifying families 
or granting refugee status). Labour migration 
accounted for roughly two thirds of admissions 
in these three countries (60.7 percent in Canada, 
70.6 percent in the United Kingdom and 60.3 
percent in the United States in 1996–2011).35 
The share of young migrants with a tertiary ed-
ucation from the Arab countries in North Africa 
is higher in North America than in Europe, where 
migrants are much more numerous (annex 2 
figure A.17).

The share of the younger age-groups 
in migrant populations serves as a rough 
proxy for the share of workers in a national 
group. A comparison of this indicator in the 
three main sub-regions of OECD countries
(Australia, Europe and North America) shows, 

for instance, that the share of tertiary educated 
young Algerians and Tunisians in North America 
is twice that in Europe, where these communities 
are much larger and consist mainly of workers 
aged 30 and above. Although still in modest 
numbers, students from the Maghreb enroll 
in North American universities (in 2012, 1,200 
Tunisians against 11,000 in France according to 
UNESCO). Some graduates who are migrants 
from Arab countries in North Africa work in 
North America as young professionals.36

Scandinavian countries have relatively generous 
refugee policies, which is why few Jordanians and 
Lebanese with tertiary education are in Denmark 
(4.3 and 8.2 percent, respectively) or Norway (7 
and 0 percent, respectively), unlike France (61.5 
and 71.4 percent, respectively), where they are the 
most highly educated of all young migrants. The 
skills of many migrants are not, however, recog-
nized in receiving countries, forcing the migrants 
to trade down, or deskill, which has possible ef-
fects on their health (box 7.3).

Subordinating through sponsorship

The sponsorship system (kafala) has created a 
structural separation between migrants and local 
economies. Predominantly used in the GCC coun-
tries, but also in Jordan and Lebanon, the system 
provides that most foreign blue-collar workers 
and their dependants are granted only basic rights 
such as family reunion, access to education, health 
care, housing and freedom of movement and are 
never on an equal footing with nationals.

Foreign nationals are not meant to settle per-
manently or become integrated within local so-
ciety; the length of stay is determined by labour 
contracts. Nationals and non-nationals are sep-
arated in the workplace (dual labour markets) 
and in the social and political spheres (dual so-
cieties).37 This separation is engineered by the 
sponsorship system, a fundamental element of 
GCC, Jordanian and Lebanese migration policies. 
In these countries, the employment contract is 
issued by the sponsor, who may be a placement 
agency, a company, an institution, or an individ-
ual (if the individual is a citizen of the employing 
country).

The system requires the local employer to bear 
full economic, social and legal responsibility for 
the employee during the contract period, including 
the migrant’s registration for the appropriate pub-
lic services and, for business people or investors, 
access to markets, supplies, bank facilities, and 
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so on. In return, the sponsor controls salary and 
work conditions. National labour laws are typically 
only sporadically enforced and exclude the most 
sensitive sectors, including the domestic sector. 
The sponsor’s clearance is required for the mi-
grant to leave the host country, and the worker’s 
passport is often retained by the sponsor. Until 
recently, switching sponsors was also impossible 
without a non-objection certificate issued by the 
initial sponsor, an obligation partly lifted for some 
types of workers in all GCC countries save Qatar. 
The system thus makes the foreign worker com-
pletely dependent on the sponsor.

The dual labour markets, especially in the GCC 
countries—where nationals face no competition 
from non-nationals—have severed the professional 
mobility of nationals from their economic produc-
tivity; for foreigners, the difficulty of switching 
sponsors bars them from professional competition 
and upward mobility, excluding them from a real 
labour market.

The sponsorship of migrant workers underlines 
not only the inverse relationship between the 
number and the skill profile of migrants, but also 

Box 7.3  Florence Jusot: The impact of deskilling on health among young Moroccan migrants in 
three European countries.

Moroccan immigrants ages 18–35 show worse 
health outcomes than young nonimmigrants 
in France, but not in Italy and Spain.1 In France, 
twice as many Moroccan immigrants than 
native French citizens self-assessed them-
selves as limited in their activities because 
of a health problem. Conversely, in Italy and 
Spain, Moroccan immigrants reported relatively 
similar perceptions of their health status to 
non-immigrants. This is all the more shocking 
as migrants usually have better health than 
nonmigrants, as only those in the best health 
can migrate, while many unhealthy migrants 
return home.
Differences in legal migration frameworks and 
patterns of incorporation into national labour 
markets may induce differences in migrant 

health. In Italy and Spain, immigrants are 
selected in response to the needs of labour-
intensive economic sectors (construction and 
agriculture for instance), which rely on workers’ 
physical abilities, attracting young Moroccans 
generally less educated than those attracted 
to France.
Yet the gap in the self-assessment of health 
status between immigrants and nonimmi-
grants was also observed among educated 
migrants (France has a higher proportion of 
educated immigrants than Italy and Spain). 
Nonrecognition of skills acquired abroad and 
discrimination in the labour market towards 
some educated immigrants may then lead to 
deskilling and career disruptions, which may 
well reflect on their health.

Note: Florence Jusot is a professor at Université Paris-Dauphine and draws here on data from the European Union and 
North African Migrants Project: Health and Health Systems. The project, which is supported by the European Commission 
(EU FP7/2007-2013 grant 260715), compared the health status of North African migrants in Belgium, France, Italy and 
Spain. The data sources were the several waves of national health interview surveys conducted during 2004–2010 and 
providing information on migratory status, country of birth, health status and socio-economic status. See Moullan and 
Jusot (2014).
1. In the countries covered by the project, Moroccan immigrants are defined as persons born in Morocco who reside in 
another country. For France, immigrants are persons born in Morocco with no French citizenship at birth.

supports the trade-off between numbers versus 
rights emphasized by Ruhs and Martin: the more 
migrant workers in a host state, the more likely 
they are to be deprived of basic human rights.38 
Governments in Arab immigration countries 
are reluctant to abolish the sponsorship policy 
formally, for this would mean depriving certain 
citizens of the economic, social and political priv-
ileges they currently enjoy.39

Sending countries

Closely involved in migration, but need to protect 
the vulnerable more

Most Arab worker–sending countries orga-
nize the employment of their nationals abroad. 
The design and scope of institutions dealing 
with expatriates is important because it sig-
nals the aim to give attention to “The increas-
ingly multidimensional nature of the concerns 
of communities: housing, education, social se-
curity, customs, personal status, investments 
and the law.”40 Although no regional body (for 
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example, the Arab League or the Arab Labour 
Organization) is directly involved in migration, 
every country in the region maintains an open 
door for the emigration of its nationals. How-
ever, most sending governments consider ex-
patriate affairs a major economic and political 
concern, and government institutions dealing 
with nationals abroad are most often high pro-
file; they are ministry-level bodies in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Syria and Tunisia. Thus, in Algeria,

a ministry-level institution, the Ministerial 
Delegate, is in charge of the National Communi-
ty Established Abroad, which is attached to the 
Ministry of National Solidarity. Morocco has no 
less than three official institutions charged with 
dealing with expatriate affairs: the Ministry in 
Charge of Moroccans Living Abroad and Migra-
tion Affairs, as well as the Council of the Moroccan 
Community Abroad and the Hassan II Foundation 
for Moroccans Residing Abroad.

The countries of origin of migrants should be ac-
countable for protecting their citizens abroad. Be-
yond the obvious necessity to amend immigration 
policies in certain countries, which is now being 
addressed by international bodies and human 
rights movements, the sending countries should 
consider pressuring other countries to reform the 
sponsorship system. In source countries, easily 
adopted measures include licensing and super-
vising recruitment agencies, reviewing and vet-
ting employment contracts, giving pre-departure 
training, posting labour attachés at embassies or 
consulates abroad and ensuring diplomatic pro-
tection.41

Qatar Foundation, responding to allegations 
of the bad treatment of construction workers 
in Qatar, recommended promoting govern-
ment-to-government diplomatic negotiations for 
protecting citizens and enacting strict monitoring, 
possibly transnationally, of private institutions and 

all other actors involved in the migration process.42

In Jordan, responsibility is shared between the 
Section of Consular Affairs and Expatriates within 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates and 
the Ministry of Labour.

Morocco’s National Agency for the Promotion 
of Employment and Competencies manages la-
bour contracts and organizes the placement of 
nationals abroad and their reintegration on return.

Tunisia, where about a third of the 20–29 age-
group are unemployed, has set up institutions 
to provide Tunisian workers with opportunities 
abroad. Among these, the Tunisian Agency for 
Technical Cooperation had 12,900 technical ex-
perts abroad in 2012, of whom 9,800 were in 
other Arab countries, chiefly in the GCC coun-
tries. Since the mid-2000s, the number of tech-
nical experts has been rising by 4.6 percent a 
year. The Ministry of Professional Training and 
Economy signed bilateral agreements to secure 
legal employment for Tunisians in Europe and 
in the GCC. It also negotiated a French-Tunisian 
Agreement for Organized Migration in 2008 for 
skilled workers, investors, seasonal workers, 
workers able to fill positions open to foreign 
blue-collar workers, and young professionals in 
exchange schemes. The agency has also signed 
labour placement agreements with Italy, Libya, 
Qatar and Switzerland.43 

Conflicts are creating a divide between nationals 
of mainly labour-sending countries and nationals 
of mainly refugee-sending countries, such as Iraq, 
Palestine, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. Recent de-
cades have seen educational attainment rising, 
generation after generation, leading to higher 
shares of tertiary graduates among migrants in 
the 25–29 age-group than older groups (annex 
2 figure A.18). Not every nationality shows this, 
however, especially migrants from refugee-send-
ing countries such as Syria.
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7.4	
Some
benefits
of mobility
Young people will find it easier to migrate if they 
already have the necessary qualifications—such as 
a tertiary education or other skills required by the 
host country—and funding for transport and social 
connections in the host country. Once working 
abroad, many become involved in diaspora net-
works, academia, or other professional networks. 
A truism perhaps, but migration can be a classic 
win-win situation, bringing benefits to both sides 
and to groups that may not have secured these 
benefits by staying at home. But migration is not 
without pitfalls.

Migration of young women from Arab countries 
 
Improved educational outcomes among women 
have opened opportunities abroad for them and 
facilitated the migration of highly skilled women 
professionals. Until recently, women from Arab 
countries were considered mobile only rarely, un-
less they were moving with their families, a view 
that underwent a sea-change after the increase in 
tertiary education among young women. Young 
educated women now travel to all countries, in-
cluding the GCC countries, where young unmarried 
women can find sponsorship opportunities and even 
self-sponsorship, as in United Arab Emirates.44

Since the 1990s, growing numbers of women 
from the Maghreb—most of them unmarried or di-
vorced—have been making their way independent-
ly to southern European countries, benefiting from 
employment opportunities within the health care 
and home care sectors in these countries.45

Arab migrants are usually more well educated 
than Arab non-migrants. Data on Morocco in the 
mid-2000s, for instance, give an average duration 
of education of 8.4 years for Moroccans surveyed 
in Morocco, while OECD receiving-country sta-
tistics indicate that Moroccan migrants had 9.1 
years of education on average. In the case of Jor-
dan, non-migrants had an average of 9.2 years of 

education in 2004 as opposed to 13.0 years for 
Jordanian migrants to OECD countries in 2011.46

Primary- and secondary-school enrollment rates 
are similar among girls and boys in the southern 
and eastern Mediterranean Arab countries. In 
2004, there were 102 women for every 100 men 
in university (undergraduate and graduate) in Jor-
dan among cohorts born in 1975–1985.47

In Egypt, the female-to-male enrollment ratio 
in tertiary education in public and private schools 
was 96 to 100 in 2012 according to the World 
Bank.48 Meanwhile, the structure of the typical 
family in the Arab world has undergone chang-
es since the 1990s. Many educated women now 
marry later, often above 25–27 years of age, which 
is comparable with Europe. Remaining unmar-
ried, though formerly extremely rare (except in 
Lebanon), has become a reality among women 
everywhere in the region, including in the GCC 
countries.49 The 35–39 age-group among women, 
for example, once almost all married, divorced, or 
widowed, now has notable shares of unmarried 
women (12–16 percent in Iraq, Jordan, Palestine 
and Syria and 20 percent or higher in Lebanon). In 
Jordan, 8.5 percent of women in the 45–49 age-
group in the late 2000s had remained unmarried.50

Scientific diaspora networks and migrant asso-
ciations
 
The large number of Arab students and young, 
highly educated professionals abroad suggest 
that professional and cultural networks will soon 
be diversifying. Current professional networks, 
as well as nationality- and culture-based associa-
tions, are able to sustain social integration in host 
states. Integration with the origin country may 
also be strengthened through such professional 
or cultural bonds, which can also help channel 
ideas sent by migrants to their society of origin 
(social or ideational remittances), in addition to 
sustaining development projects.

The process is not automatic, but partly reflects 
the multipolar circulation and strategic trans-
nationalism of young migrants as the poles of 
attraction of these migrants diversify, and trans-
national circulation becomes multifocal rather than 
bifocal.51 This applies, first, to highly skilled young 
professionals who pursue increasingly globalized 
careers, as is evident among young migrants 
from Arab countries in North Africa and with 
many young Lebanese professionals in Europe, 
the GCC countries and North America. Second, 
as time passes, young people born in the GCC 
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countries who, however, remain foreign nationals 
there do not relate to the country of birth of their 
parents or their grandparents as their homeland. 
Yet, confronted with the administrative and legal 
insecurity characterizing migration to the GCC, 
they “Build and maintain a set of global networks 
to mitigate the vulnerabilities rendered by this 
structure of dominance.”52 This is especially true 
of long-time refugees, such as Palestinians, who 
would have nowhere to turn if they were forcibly 
ejected.53 Forming ties and acquiring other nation-
alities, especially Western, is one dominant feature 
of this strategic transnationalism.

Civil society associations and scientific diaspora 
networks accumulate expatriate capacities and act 
as a resource to be tapped for the development of 
the countries of origin. These associations repre-
sent an interface between governmental and inter-
national initiatives to mobilize expatriate expertise 
and the first, second and third generations of the 
diaspora of the skilled.

Some of the scientific diaspora associations are 
active at a regional level, such as the Tunisian Sci-
entific Consortium, the Moroccan Association of 
Researchers and Scholars Abroad, and the Net-
work of Arab Scientists and Technologists Abroad. 
These networks maintain links with governmental 
agencies, such as the Higher Council for Science 
and Technology (Amman, Jordan) in the case of 
the Network of Arab Scientists and Technologists 
Abroad. Such networks aim at establishing and 
fostering communication and exchanges between 
members living abroad and their counterparts in 
the countries of origin.54

Other associations have different aims. For 
example, the Moroccan association Savoir et 
Développement promotes innovation and compe-
tence-sharing between expatriates and Moroccan 
businesses.55 The Network of Moroccan Students 
in the high-status Grandes Ecoles and its Algerian 
counterpart, the Réseau des Etudiants Algériens 
des Grandes Ecoles, founded in 2005, have some 
1,400 members, students, or degree-holders at the 
most prestigious higher education establishments 
in France.

Considering the inclusion of young skilled Arab 
workers in international networks and the gen-
erally high expatriation rates from the region, the 
flight of human capital from Arab countries may 
stir controversy, but there is no doubt which way 
governments on both sides are inclined. As with 
Jordan, for example, the GCC countries deprive 
other countries of the personnel in which these 
other countries have invested in terms of education. 

One study suggests that the annual emigration of 
1,500 Moroccan engineers costs Morocco about 
$47 million a year.56

Yet, all Arab countries promote such migration to 
varying degrees for political and economic reasons 
and consider that the gains outweigh the social 
costs of breaking up families. Youth unemploy-
ment is largely caused by economic policies that 
favour low value added, low-paying industries with 
high turnover—such as manufacturing and assem-
bly—that do not appeal to local skilled and highly 
skilled youth. Moreover, following a resurgence of 
neoclassical views in economy and development, 
the concept of a gain in human capital backs up 
pro-emigration policies and emphasizes that both 
origin and destination countries profit from the 
migration of highly skilled workers through tech-
nology and knowledge transfers facilitated by re-
turning migrants.57

This concept of transfers covers the broader 
ideas, behaviour, identities and social capital that 
flow from receiving to sending country communi-
ties, or social remittances, which may be political or 
ideational.58 Since the onset of the Arab uprisings 
after December 2010, migrants have shown a re-
newed interest in their countries of origin and have 
often tried to re-establish ties previously disrupted 
by formerly distrusted regimes.59 Tunisians abroad 
during the Tunisian Revolution were active in Jan-
uary 2011 via the internet and have been active 
since as supporters of democratization, including 
by voting in the election of the Constituent Assem-
bly in October 2011.60

From the perspective of some Arab governments, 
such ideas are bound to come tainted with other, 
often Western values, rendering this approach in-
compatible with the desire of some Arab states 
to maintain an armlock on political discourse. 
With the notable exception of Tunisia, the early 
hopes epitomized by the term ‘Arab Spring’ failed 
to flower: clientelism and corruption still hamper 
structural improvements in economies, distance 
administrative management from citizen concerns 
and feed undemocratic states and their hermetical-
ly contained ruling elites. Thus, longer term, social 
remittances may become far more important than 
financial remittances, especially given the latter’s 
vulnerability to falling oil prices.

Remittances

Financial remittances are currently an essential 
addition to the GDP of many Arab countries, no-
tably, Jordan, Lebanon and Palestine (table 7.1). 
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Remittances are mainly spent on consumption 
such as family expenditures and basic needs, rather 
than savings and productive investment that can 
generate income and direct employment. About 
74 percent of Egyptian migrant households spend 
the majority of the remittances they receive on 
household expenses; buying, building or renovating 
a house was the second-most important area of 
spending (7.3 percent) and financing the education 
of household members was the third-most import-
ant (3.9 percent).61 In Morocco, remittances also 
sustain small development projects such as shops 
and businesses.62

Faced with inefficiency, corruption and patron-
age-led economic and political systems in most 
sending countries, international agencies started 
promoting the idea of placing expatriates at the 
centre of the development process, that is, mak-
ing expatriates agents of development at home.63 
However, benefits from remittance funds (techni-
cal innovation, for instance) can be reaped only in 
certain favourable structural contexts.

A survey in the south of Morocco showed some 
local economic gains from financial investments 
and spending from abroad (saffron production and 
tourist guest houses).64 Yet, the success of such 
small-scale enterprises is highly sensitive to the 
local context, such as roads and commercial or tour-
ist infrastructure. Investments from abroad cannot 
be large enough to change an unfavourable local 
infrastructure, let alone the human capital base. 
Moreover, in the words of the survey’s authors, 
“Governments’ role in migrant initiatives is ambig-
uous, contested, and not necessarily desirable.”65

Without a favourable business climate, remit-
tances might as well simply disappear into the 
sand. For this reason, stronger ties are needed be-
tween investors and facilitating government bodies 
both for financial remittances and to spread knowl-
edge and expertise more widely in home countries. 
Placing the responsibility for development on mi-
grants alone—rather than simultaneously reform-
ing institutional structures—will not necessarily 
benefit sending countries.66

Table 7.1  Arab migrant remittances as a share of GDP by country, 2005–2014 (%)

Source: World Bank 2015b.
Note: “…” Not available or not applicable.

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Algeria 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 ...

Djibouti 3.6 3.7 3.4 3.0 2.7 2.9 2.6 2.5 2.4 ...

Egypt 5.6 5.0 5.9 5.3 3.8 5.7 6.1 7.3 6.6 6.8

Iraq 1.4 0.6 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 ...

Jordan 19.2 18.6 19.4 16.0 14.5 13.3 11.7 11.3 10.8 ...

Lebanon 23.1 23.9 23.5 24.9 21.5 18.2 17.2 15.6 17.7 ...

Morocco 7.7 8.3 8.9 7.8 6.9 7.1 7.3 6.8 6.6 ...

Sudan 2.7 2.2 2.2 2.9 2.6 1.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5

Syria 2.9 2.4 2.6 ... ... ... ... ... ... ...

Tunisia 4.3 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.5 4.6 4.4 5.0 4.9 ...

Palestine 13.3 18.8 19.5 18.2 16.5 16.9 15.9 18.3 14.0 ...

Yemen 7.7 6.7 5.2 4.6 4.1 4.9 4.5 10.4 9.3 ...
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7.5
Reducing 
barriers to 
mobility in 
the region
Visas
 
The main impediment to migration arises from 
labour market laws in Arab countries. These 
laws rarely distinguish between temporary and 
permanent labour. Restrictions on movement 
include burdensome and costly procedures for 
work permits, limitations on the length of stay, 
quantitative limits on work permits and sectoral 
bans, job nationalization, educational conditions, 
restrictions on foreign investment, and controls 
on the mobility of family members.67

Applying for a visa can be time consuming 
and complicated. Uncertainty over delays may 
discourage worker mobility (and imports of 
services), undermine business relationships and 
generate steep costs because of labour misalloca-
tion across countries.68 The lack of transparency 
and harmonization in visa systems and in the 
duration of visa validity across countries also 
burdens labour mobility.

An Arab citizen needs, on average, around 
16 visas to travel to all countries in the Arab 
region.69  Syria has the least restrictive system 
(6 of 22 Arab nationalities require a visa), and 
Djibouti, Iraq and Yemen have the most re-
strictive systems (the nationals of every Arab 
country require a visa). This number seems 
high considering that the GCC countries do 
not require visas for GCC citizens travelling 
between member countries, nor do Maghreb 
countries have such a requirement for their 
citizens traveling within the Maghreb.

Some nationalities, despite requiring a visa, 
might benefit from more rapid procedures 
and less bureaucratic paperwork. In some 
Arab countries, Europeans or Americans can 
obtain visas at the airport, while it requires 

several weeks for visitors from other Arab 
countries to obtain visas.

One solution, implemented by the Asia-Pa-
cific Economic Cooperation, was a business 
travel card. Initiated in 1999, the card allows 
multiple short-term visits to member countries 
over three years, as well as a single stay of up 
to three months. A similar scheme could be 
adopted in the Arab region to promote greater 
regional professional mobility.

Fees for the issuance, renewal, or transfer of 
work permits are nontrivial, differing by coun-
try. Work permits are also granted for limited 
durations of stay that are not always tailored to 
the needs of greater labour mobility. Some Arab 
countries impose quantitative limits on certain 
types of work permits over a specific time and 
prohibit foreign workers in some economic 
sectors, in some cases publishing a list of jobs 
barred to foreigners.

Mutual recognition

The mutual recognition of diplomas and other 
qualifications is crucial for greater job mobility, 
but Arab countries have done little to foster a 
region-wide approach. Such an approach would 
allow workers to access the jobs that correspond 
to their skills and avoid the negative effects of 
overqualification. It would also help staunch 
human capital flight. However, the Mutual 
Recognition Agreements proposed by the World 
Trade Organization have only been signed by de-
veloped economies and by developing countries 
in South America.70

Although some regional and international 
agreements have taken tentative steps towards 
the mutual recognition of professional qualifica-
tions, alongside an Arab standard classification of 
occupations crafted by the Arab Labour Organi-
zation in line with ISCO 88, there are practically 
no indicators to assess whether countries honour 
these commitments. One of the few examples 
is the agreement between the Algiers and Tunis 
bars to facilitate trade in legal services between 
the two countries.71

Most of the accredited professions require 
migrants to meet requirements—apart from those 
of nationality or residency—in both education and 
experience. Legal professions require university 
degrees, a minimum period of practical experi-
ence and a professional examination. Similarly, 
accounting professions require at least three 
years of post-secondary education and a period 
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of practice. Finally, engineering and architecture 
require, beyond degrees and practical experience, 
membership in professional associations.

7.6
Easing
tensions
Mobility around the region is good for young 
people economically and socially. Rather than 
permanent migration outside the region, labour 
and study migration within the region should be 
encouraged, especially in an economic climate 
where country budgets have been badly damaged 
by collapsing oil prices. Oil-rich governments will 
struggle to maintain the financial largesse they 
expend on their citizens, which will have large sec-
ondary effects on the workers of other countries 
and remittances. These shocks will make it even 
more urgent to improve the mobility of entrepre-
neurs and investors, who can generate non-oil 

jobs. Such initiatives could also keep most of the 
benefits of labour migration within the region. 
Governments in all Arab countries can act in this 
direction.

First, the GCC countries, Jordan and Lebanon 
would see gains from cancelling policies such as 
private sponsorship, which denies free movement 
to migrants. In several of these countries, includ-
ing Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, such reforms have 
been mooted or government bodies are being 
set up to manage the foreign labour force. Such 
measures should make destination countries more 
readily accountable for the treatment of migrants 
by employers in the destination countries.

Second, the mutual recognition of qualifications 
and skills needs to be strengthened. Labour ex-
change programmes would be more beneficial 
to all parties and stimulate more dedication and 
creativity if the administrative and legal obstacles 
hampering mobility were removed.

Finally, enhanced mobility should be a two-
way ticket, encouraging emigrants to return with 
their skills honed, turning young people from Arab 
countries  into agents of development in their 
home countries. Given that expatriation may be 
one of the reasons for political ossification in the 
Arab region, closer involvement by expatriates 
and diasporas may help accelerate socio-politi-
cal reform, including change in the ruling elites. 
Structural reforms may likewise raise expatriate 
confidence in investment back home.



166

Endnotes

1	 Yet exclusion may be no less prevalent in receiving countries, due to inflammatory anti-immigrant debate, blinkered policy 
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Chapter 8 Empowering 
youth secures the 
future: Towards 
a development 
model fit for 
youth in the Arab 
region
This chapter provides a brief 
summary of the challenges that 
youth are facing in the Arab 
region. It also proposes that 
responding  to the needs and 
aspirations of youth requires 
adopting a development model 
fit for youth  that focuses on 

the imperative of building ca-
pabilities, expanding oppor-
tunities and mainstreaming 
gender equality. This model 
should also be solidly based 
on the achievement of peace 
and security at the national and 
regional levels.
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problems and challenges of youth in light of the 
recent uprisings as well as the role of youth in 
society and proposes ways to ensure the inclu-
sion of youth in the development process locally, 
nationally and regionally.

Issues revolving around youth in the Arab region 
attracted the attention of scholars, policymak-
ers, civil society and international organizations 
even before 2011. While this Report represents 
a natural progression from earlier Arab Human 
Development Reports, it has been drafted within a 
quite unique context. Since 2011, several countries 
in the region witnessed uprisings, and the region 
has experienced the most rapid expansion in war 
and violent conflict among all global regions over 
the past decade.

8.1.1
Youth
exclusion is 
pervasive in 
the Arab
region
The main conclusion of this Report is that youth 
in the Arab region are struggling to attain full so-
cial and economic inclusion in their societies. The 
exclusion of youth is pervasive throughout the 
Arab region, and it is felt in multiple ways. The 
high levels of exclusion ignited uprisings across 
many Arab countries in late 2010 and early 2011, 
causing some to descend into social and political 
instability and deep economic uncertainty.

The mass disenfranchisement of youth consti-
tutes one of the key stumbling blocks in the devel-
opment process in Arab countries. Young people 
have not been recognized as legitimate agents of 
change, nor have they been empowered to ful-
fill this responsibility. Many of the root causes of 

8.1
Youth in the 
Arab region: 
Challenges
to human
development 
in a changing
reality
This Report focuses on the many causes and 
dimensions of the challenges in Arab countries 
that affect human development especially among 
youth. It relies on a broad concept of human 
development as the process of enlarging peo-
ple’s real freedoms, that is, the opportunities 
and choices they have reason to value. How the 
Arab region has fared in terms of enlarging the 
choices of its youth in the last decade is a central 
inquiry of this Report.

The growth rates in the 1960s and 1970s cre-
ated a large, demographic wave that is rippling 
through the population (table 8.1). Today, the 
region is more populous than ever, and almost 
30 percent of the population is below the age of 
30. Today the region’s youth are more educated, 
urban, and more networked and connected to 
global knowledge and information than previous 
generations, but they enjoy fewer opportunities 
than their parents to convert their skills into higher 
living standards. Because youth possess so little 
hope of achieving tangible progress, the presence 
of such a large and dynamic youth population 
is also shaping the region’s security landscape. 
Research on conflict and political violence indi-
cates that young populations are more prone to 
engage in conflict than older ones and that youth 
are more likely to join radical organizations than 
adults. For this reason, this Report examines the 
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Youth population increase, ages 15–29
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Sub-Saharan Africa 25,521 9% 55,832 11% 101,473 12% 154,835 11% 174,896 8%

Arab states 11,085 9% 29,458 13% 41,800 12% 20,208 4% 11,326 2%

Africa 32,583 9% 73,303 12% 121,189 12% 162,809 10% 178,810 7%

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 29,189 10% 52,018 12% 31,860 5% 2,286 0% -13,110 -2%

Asia 169,880 8% 378,188 12% 192,653 5% -57,138 -1% -76,549 -1%

Oceania 1,921 10% 1,975 7% 1,526 4% 1,663 4% 1,413 2%

Northern America 16,429 7% 9,816 3% 6,477 2% 2,896 1% 7,471 2%

China 70,146 9% 146,539 13% -6,248 0% -95,377 -7% -38,726 -3%

Europe 6,452 1% 15,792 2% -13,312 -2% -26,805 -4% -8,315 -1%

Japan 6,652 6% -2,167 -2% -6,418 -5% -3,738 -3% -2,044 -2%

Table 1  1970–1990 and 1990–2010: The biggest rise in youth populations in the Arab region

Source: Report team calculations based on UNDESA 2013c.

children, or 40 percent of the 34 million school-
age children, are not attending school in the 
countries affected either directly or indirectly 
by armed conflict.2

Youth in the region exhibit low labour force 
participation rates (primarily among young 
women), alongside the highest unemployment 
rates among this age-group in the world. Five 
years after the uprisings, the youth unemployment 
rate is close to 30 percent and is projected to 
remain at this high level until 2019.3 Many youth 
endure long periods of idleness in the hope of 
landing secure public sector jobs. However, the 
traditional social contract whereby governments 
are the first-best providers of jobs is breaking 
down as governments in non–oil-producing 
economies struggle to contain public sector 
wage expenditures. Meanwhile, in the private 
sector, most economies in the region are spe-
cializing in industries with low potential for 
employment growth. Jobs are not being created 
quickly enough to employ the huge number 
of young people in the region. Overreliance 
on the public sector for jobs at the expense of 
the private sector, a lack of business financing, 
poor access to external markets, and misguided 
economic policies have resulted in an anæmic 
private sector that does not create a sufficient 
number of jobs.

the exclusion of youth stem from the institutional 
arrangements in Arab societies, such as insider–
outsider models of employment and political par-
ticipation, whereby well-established individuals 
(insiders) can effectively block the inclusion of 
newcomers (outsiders).1 Youth are outsiders by 
definition, struggling to join institutions such as 
public sector agencies.

One of the main means of achieving progress 
in human development among youth is educa-
tion. Yet, in the Arab region, though indicators 
have shown improvement, this has not trans-
lated into tangible gains. Inequality in educa-
tional attainment is greater in the region than 
in any other group of countries. In the region, 
children in poor households and children in rich 
households do not have an equal opportunity 
to attend school, and the probability of ever at-
taining or even attending secondary education 
depends significantly on family background. The 
state-dominated educational systems of the Arab 
countries have supported a rapid rise in average 
years of schooling, but have failed to ensure that 
students secure good results on international 
standardized tests.

Likewise, the region, which, until only a few 
years ago, had the goal of universal primary 
education well within reach, today faces a 
disastrous situation: more than 13 million 
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Figure 8.1  Perceptions of youth on the constraints to obtaining a job, selected Arab countries, 2013

Source: World Bank 2014b.

People in the Arab countries are denied voice 
and representation in various fields. As indicated in 
figure 8.2, no Arab country is among the countries 
with positive per capita GDP growth and high 
levels of voice and accountability. The participation 
of young people in formal institutionalized political 
processes in the Arab region is among the lowest 
worldwide, despite few formal legal barriers to 
such participation. The voting age is 18 in most 
Arab countries, and the average age of eligibility to 
become a member of parliament is 26. Yet, political 
participation is limited, and civic engagement 
among young people in the region is the lowest in 
the world. A median of only 9 percent of the 15–29 
age-group across Arab countries volunteer to work 
with organizations in a given month, compared 
with 14 percent in sub-Saharan Africa, the region 
with the next lowest rate of volunteerism.5

This calls into question the representativeness 
of the political system and reflects the disenfran-
chisement of young people. These trends maintain 
the exclusion of young people from many routine 
experiences in adult life because young people 
face financial difficulties in marrying, finding inde-
pendent housing and starting families. Distrustful 
of the political processes in the region, youth are 
voting less and are thus becoming excluded as 
agents of voice. This has played a major role in driv-
ing regional instability and unrest in recent years.

In attempting to secure jobs, young people, par-
ticularly poor youth, have less access to support 
networks than adults, which disempowers youth 
economically.4 Though a large majority of young 
people rely on family connections when they are 
looking for jobs, youth in more well connected fami-
lies generally do better on the job market (figure 8.1).

Another of the principal factors in achieving 
progress in human development among youth is 
ensuring and maintaining optimum health among 
this age-group. Youth is a stage in life when peo-
ple begin to adopt new behaviours – for example, 
smoking, consuming alcohol and drugs, engaging 
in unprotected sex – that may negatively affect 
their future health. However, one of the least dis-
cussed challenges facing youth in the region is 
the maintenance of good health in light of the nu-
merous socio-economic barriers youth must over-
come. Health care systems in Arab countries suffer 
from insufficient capacity to deal with the health 
needs of youth. The data on health, though scarce, 
generally confirm the link between socio-econom-
ic determinants – such as welfare status, educa-
tional attainment, rural or urban residence, and 
gender – and health outcomes among youth. The 
problems in capacity are compounded by poor 
transport networks, administrative hurdles, high 
out-of-pocket fees and other common obstacles 
confronting youth in accessing health services.
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Figure 8.2  Voice and accountability versus per capita GDP growth, 2013

Source: World Bank 2015b; World Bank 2014c.
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8.1.2
Violent
conflicts:
Human
development 
under fire
The deep polarization and profoundly violent con-
flicts in the Arab region are derailing development 
and represent a threat to communities and the 
lives of individuals. More than any other phe-
nomenon, conflict strips people, communities and 
countries of the options they require to become 
productive, establish security and plan for a better 
future. It erases hard-won gains in development 
and makes progress in addressing long-standing 
challenges all the more difficult.

War and violence inflict enormous damage on 
young individuals and the prospects for their fu-
ture. Over the past five years, the Arab region has 

Young women suffer substantially because 
of the political, legal and economic conditions in 
various Arab countries. As conservative factions 
gain more influence and power, the movements, 
behaviour and dress of young women are more 
likely to become constrained, including by law 
enforcement authorities, while the freedom of 
choice among women about their lives is tending 
to become more narrow. This is especially true 
in the poorer and more rural areas of the region.

As shown in the previous chapters, there are 
significant roadblocks to fostering the progress 
of human development in Arab countries. The 
hobbled process of development exposes youth 
to the harsh effects of exclusion. This failure 
of Arab countries is leading young people to 
form negative perceptions of society and the 
future and providing a fertile ground for radical 
thinking and radical action among youth. Deeply 
disgruntled individuals tend to be less inclined 
to use social action to change their environment 
and, if they engage in such action, they tend to 
choose more violent forms of protest. Inactive 
young people confronting deprivation, margin-
alization, and exclusion are more susceptible 
to recruitment by armed groups and militias. 
Absent true political competition, meaningful 
opposition parties, and independent judicia-
ries and legislatures, and with little room for 
independent civil society organizations, calls to 
unconventional and volatile political and civic 
action may have appeal. 
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Figure 8.3  Number of terrorist attacks, 1970–2014

Source: START 2015.
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Another adverse effect of conflict on human 
development is massive displacement. The Arab 
region is home to only five percent of the world’s 
population, but also home to 47 percent of its in-
ternally displaced, and 58 percent of its refugees 
– the latter growing from 34 percent in 2000.9 In 
a matter of days in June 2014, 500,000 people 
were displaced in Iraq.10 In Yemen, at least 2.5 
million were internally displaced since the conflict 
erupted in March 2015 (as of December 2015).11 
Three of the six main countries of origin of refugees 
are Arab countries (Somalia, Sudan and Syria), in 
addition to the long-standing plight of Palestin-
ians, who constitute the largest refugee group 
worldwide (more than five million).12 

Conflict also disproportionately damages 
the autonomy and development of women, 
particularly young women. In situations of 
conflict or poverty, young women’s educa-
tional opportunities are greatly reduced, and 
the physical and economic insecurity can be a 
lead determinant in earlier or less-favourable 
marriages for them. Young women in con-
flict situations also suffer from higher rates 
of gender-based violence, and such rates are 
usually even higher if the women also belong 
to a minority or marginalized group.

Regional integration has been affected by the 
spillovers of conflict in neighbouring countries. 
According to the World Bank, the Arab Mashreq 
countries – Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria – lost 

witnessed a sharp rise in the number of conflicts, 
accompanied by an increase in the number of vi-
olent terrorist attacks.6 In 2014 alone, the region 
accounted for almost 45 percent of all terrorist 
attacks worldwide (figure 8.3). These attacks 
claimed the lives of more than 21,000 people.7

In addition to the deterioration in living condi-
tions, the destruction of property and the suffering 
and death among people, these events adversely 
affect human development in the region. A clear 
example is the contraction of GDP in Iraq, where 
terrorism is estimated to have cost US$159 billion 
(in purchasing power parity dollars) since 2005. 
This is equivalent to 32 percent of the country’s 
2014 GDP (figure 8.4a). In the case of Syria, the on-
going crisis led to a decline by almost 31.0 percent 
in GDP in 2012, and the drop had almost reached 
38 percent by the end of 2013 (figure 8.4b).

Conflict has led countries to allocate large shares 
of public expenditure to military and security pro-
grammes, further weakening the prospects for de-
velopment. Currently among the most militarized 
in the world, several Arab countries are charac-
terized by huge military outlays, which represent 
missed opportunities to invest in broader econom-
ic and social progress. In 1988–2014, military ex-
penditures in the Arab region reached almost US$2 
trillion. Military expenditures increased by a factor 
of more than two in 2000–2014, and per capita 
military expenditures in the Arab states grew 2.5 
times in 1990–2014.8
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Figure 8.4a  Total accumulated losses in GDP because of terrorism, Iraq, 2005–2014

Figure 8.4b  GDP growth rate 2005–2013 in crisis and continuing scenarios (constant prices 2000), Syria 

Source: Institute for Economics and Peace 2015.

Source: Mehchy 2015.
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Two bits of data are indicative: the Arab region 
is home to 5 percent of the world population, but 
around 18 percent of the world’s conflicts over 
1948–2014 (figure 8.5). Over 2010–2013, the 
Arab region was home to one-fourth of the world’s 
conflicts.15

While past conflict is not necessarily a recipe 
for future violence, the number of people in the 
region living in countries at high risk of conflict is 
projected to grow from about 250 million in 2010 
to over 305 million in 2020; the number is likely to 
double over 2010–2050 (figure 8.6). To stop the 
past from defining the future, mediating ongoing 
crises and preventing future violence are crucial.

an estimated US$35 billion in output (measured 
in 2007 prices) during the first three years of the 
conflict in Syria (2011–2014).13 More recently, the 
trade ties among these countries have nearly col-
lapsed because of the troubles in Syria. The Arab 
Monetary Fund’s 2015 Arab Economic Outlook 
Annual Report states that “Syria’s border recurrent 
closures have impeded regional trade by discon-
tinuing or cutting off a key route connecting the 
wider Levant and the Gulf states”.14 On the invest-
ment side, inflows of foreign direct investment to 
the Arab region declined from US$66.8 billion in 
2010 to US$47.5 billion in 2013 and to US$43.9 
billion in 2014.
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Figure 8.5  The Arab region: Home to 5 percent of the global population, but . . .

Figure 8.6  The Arab countries most at risk of conflict have the largest populations in the region

Source: Report team calculations based on START 2015, SIPRI 2015, UCDP/PRIO 2015, UCDP 2015, UN DESA 
2013, and UNRWA 2015.

Note: High conflict risk is defined based on 16 or more years of conflict in 1946–2013. Medium conflict risk is 
defined based on 5 to 15 years of conflict in 1946–2013. Low conflict risk is defined based on less than 4 years of 
conflict in 1946–2013.
Source: Report team calculations based on UNDESA 2013c and UCDP/PRIO 2014.
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One of the information sources of the Report 
is the World We Want, a global survey among 
citizens, including youth, conducted to identify 
the main issues that would make the most differ-
ence in the lives of respondents and to establish 
priorities for the post-2015 development agenda 
(figure 8.7a). The issues were selected from among 
priorities described by people in research and 
polling exercises. They included the Millennium 
Development Goals, plus sustainability, security, 
governance and transparency. A regional source 
of information is the Asda’a Burson-Marsteller 
Arab Youth Survey, which covered 3,500 youth 
aged 18–24 in 16 Arab countries (figure 8.7b). 
The Report also relies on the Gallup World Poll 
dataset, which covers 21 Arab countries, and 
the World Values Survey, which covers 10 Arab 
countries.

The main areas selected by survey respondents 
highlight the importance of achieving peace and 
security; building capabilities, including better 
access to health services and good-quality 
education; expanding opportunities, especial-
ly through decent jobs; and acquiring a sense 
of agency. These areas reflect a broad view of 
human development and require targeted poli-
cy interventions that are derived from a shared 
understanding of the need to safeguard social 
justice and equity.

Taking this analysis into consideration, this Re-
port considers that a development model fit for 
youth should encompass peace and security as 
overarching goals and, as the two principal pillars, 
the building of capabilities (through health care 
and education) and the expansion of opportunities 
(in employment and participation) (figure 8.8).

The broad outline of a development model fit 
for youth proposed should not be considered a 
stand-alone approach, but should be integrat-
ed into national policies. Youth-specific policies 
should be developed based on extensive con-
sultations with stakeholders, including youth 
represented through youth organizations. They 
should ensure the participation of all segments 
of youth. Moreover, all youth policies should be 
supported and monitored based on indicators that 
measure the progress achieved in strengthening 
youth capabilities and expanding opportunities. 
Implementation and monitoring should be the 
responsibility of ministries of planning and in-
terministerial committees. Youth organizations 
should be involved in the implementation and 
monitoring process to ensure ownership and help 
identify constraints.

8.2
Towards a 
development 
model fit for 
youth in the 
Arab region
A new development model that is centered on 
investment in youth, who represent the hope of 
today and the reality of tomorrow, must be es-
tablished for the decades ahead. Yet it is easy to 
lose perspective given the uncertainty in the Arab 
region today. As one crisis succeeds another, the 
policy agendas often focus on the most imme-
diate problems rather than the most important 
ones. It is essential to step back and assess each 
situation. Populations in an expanding number of 
Arab countries are suffering from acute distress, 
a weakening social fabric, increasing threats to 
personal security and a growing sense of individual 
isolation. Several countries in the region are on the 
verge of disintegration. The underlying causes are 
often lack of socio-economic progress and limited 
participation in politics and society. 

Arab countries should prioritize the expansion 
of the frontiers of opportunity among young peo-
ple. Accordingly, an integral part of the role of the 
government is to allow space for initiative and 
innovation and then roll out solutions that have 
a chance for success. This Report considers, ac-
cordingly, that it is imperative that Arab countries 
adopt a development model fit for youth in order 
to harness the potential of demographic transition 
to its benefit rather than becoming dangerously 
burdened with a large young population lacking 
equal capabilities and missing opportunities. This 
approach is grounded on firsthand accounts of 
youth who have actively participated in consulta-
tions in the preparation of this Report as well as 
in regional and global surveys of the opinions and 
perceptions of young people in various age cohorts.
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Figure 8.7a  My World: The priorities of Arab countries

Figure 8.7b  Youth perceptions: What do you believe is the biggest obstacle facing the Middle East?

Source: UN 2014b.

Source: Asda’a 2015.

A good education

Better job opportunities

An honest and responsive government

A
ordable and nutritions food

Better healthcare

Protection against crime and violence

Access to clean water and sanitation

Support for people who can't work

Equality between men and women

Phone and internet access

Freedom from discrimination and persecution

Better transport and roads

Political freedoms

Reliable energy at home

Protecting forests, rivers and oceans

Action taken on climate change 40614

48197

70857

81808

90562

94097

99582

102467

113128

124943

137210

149065

150620

170794

183144

193366

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Rise of ISIS

Threat of terrorism

Unemployment

Palestinian-Israeli conflict

Rising cost of living

Lack of Arab unity

Civil unrest

Lack of strong political leadership

Lack of democracy

Loss of traditional values

Slow economic growth

Lack of opportunities for women

Don't know

Other



179

Figure 8.8  Development model fit for youth in the Arab region

Source: The report team.
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a leading ingredient in conflict. Thus, without the 
meaningful participation of youth in discussions 
and other efforts and interventions to ensure 
peace and establish security, sustainable peace 
cannot be achieved.

As young people in the Arab region learn the 
dreadful costs of war and civil conflict, their yearn-
ing for peace and security grows. Development 
depends on peace and security. Conflict has a high 
economic cost, including the opportunity cost of 
military expenditures. Conflict reduces invest-
ment by 10 percent or more. Economic growth, 
meanwhile, lowers the risk of conflict by fostering 
higher incomes.16

Serious initiatives should be undertaken in the 
Arab region to address the impacts of conflict and 
to end war. The Arab-Israeli conflict remains one of 
the most significant challenges in the region. It is 
of vast legal and moral significance and is a major 
focus of the political life of the region. The issue of 
Palestine occupies a central stage in Arab public 
opinion. According to the 2015 Arab Opinion Index 

8.2.1
Achieving 
peace and
security
Empowering youth requires an enabling national 
and regional environment of peace and security. 
Armed conflict is one of the most critical challeng-
es that a majority of young people are facing today 
in the Arab region, rendering them vulnerable to 
voluntary and involuntary military involvement. 
Limited economic, social and political opportu-
nities are key factors causing youth to become 
caught up in conflict. Exclusion among youth is 
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Peace education should be promoted in Arab 
countries. Fostering a culture of peace and 
inclusion within society to achieve sustainable 
development can contribute to reducing violence. 
Governments, religious institutions, the private 
sector, and civil society groups should invest 
resources in promoting peace education, including 
reorientation programmes that instill the value 
of peaceful coexistence. Such education will help 
youth appreciate the value of peace, thereby 
making the engagement of radical groups among 
youth more difficult. Peace education should be 
integrated in curricula from primary to tertiary 
education. Radicalization among youth and 
the insidious ideologies that underpin violent 
extremism in Islam can be curbed by ensuring that 
religious leaders preach messages of moderation 
in mosques as well as through initiatives delivered 
on television, through social media and in group 
discussions. Governments, civil society groups 
and the private sector should partner with 
artists and film producers to create programmes 
designed to counter narratives that promote 
violent radicalization among youth. To confront 
the destructive trend of conflict and violence, 
Arab governments should cooperate to build and 
communicate a message of moderation through 
interventions focused on dialogue, peacebuilding 
and conflict prevention.

New tools are needed to promote the active par-
ticipation of youth in all aspects of social, economic 
and political life and to enhance the prospects for 
peaceful and inclusive social change in the region. 
In countries in conflict, youth are crucial agents 
in building peace and positive social change. The 
portrayal of young people as causal or secondary 
agents of conflict neglects the fact that, if they 
are able to contribute meaningfully to social, eco-
nomic and political life, young people can play an 
important role in facilitating the peaceful transition 
towards an inclusive society. Youth participation in 
decision-making at all levels is key to achieving the 
peaceful resolution of conflict and other difficult 
problems.

Governments should facilitate an open space 
for dialogue through formal and informal mech-
anisms for reasoned debate and for discussions 
about the future of society, especially the future 
of youth. Tunisia seems to have achieved this. The 
new constitution was drafted in a participatory 
manner, and a free and fair election and a peace-
ful transfer of power was completed in 2014. In 
October 2015, Tunisia’s National Dialogue Quartet 
received the Nobel Peace Prize for its key role in 

of the Arab Centre for Research and Policy 
Studies, 75 percent of people in Arab countries 
believe that the cause of Palestine is not solely a 
Palestinian issue, but also an Arab issue, and 85 
percent oppose diplomatic recognition of the State 
of Israel by Arab countries. For decades, the conflict 
has been a subtext in other regional and global 
confrontations. The approach to resolving the 
conflict and its links to other political and economic 
issues must be comprehensive. Under international 
law, an occupation that is transformed into a 
long-term regime of control and governance is 
unjustified and illegal. From a human development 
perspective, only the end of Israel’s occupation of 
the territories it seized in 1967 and the restoration 
of the rights of Palestinians, foremost among which 
is the right to self-determination, will bring peace. 
The absence of peace has contributed substantially 
to the frustration of human development in the 
region.

Within countries, a peace and security agenda 
seeking to integrate youth should represent a col-
lective effort that involves all levels of government, 
the private sector and civil society. Through the 
participation of youth, it should aim to create more 
cohesion and inclusiveness and to offer space for 
innovation among youth. The agenda should pro-
vide for local, national and regional cooperation.

Ensuring the active, systemic and meaningful 
participation of youth in efforts to address is-
sues of peace and security is an imperative for 
demographic and political reasons. It is crucial to 
recognize the positive role that youth can play in 
ending conflict and building peace. This is so also 
because of the close interrelationship among social 
justice, sustainable development, human rights and 
peace in the daily lives of youth. By engaging youth 
productively in society in ways that strengthen 
their livelihood opportunities, the vulnerability of 
young people can largely be addressed. If young 
people are held back by their lack of experience, 
their exclusion from mainstream decision-making 
processes and deliberate political and social mar-
ginalization, then a critical constituency necessary 
to achieve peace and development will be lost.

Youth participation in associations and volun-
tary youth movements should be encouraged and 
ensured. Local youth organizations can play an 
important role in social change and serve as a key 
link among local communities. Through their par-
ticipation in associations and movements, youth 
can become involved in peacebuilding and other 
processes that seek to improve the quality of the 
lives of populations.
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Box 8.1  The United Nations Security Council Resolution on Youth, Peace and Security 

On 9 December 2015, the United Nations Se-
curity Council adopted resolution 2250 (2015), 
which:

1. Urges Member States to consider ways to 
increase inclusive representation of youth in 
decision-making at all levels in local, nation-
al, regional and international institutions and 
mechanisms for the prevention and resolution 
of conflict, including institutions and mecha-
nisms to counter violent extremism, which can 
be conducive to terrorism, and, as appropriate, 
to consider establishing integrated mechanisms 
for meaningful participation of youth in peace 
processes and dispute-resolution;

2. Calls on all relevant actors, including when 
negotiating and implementing peace agree-
ments, to take into account, as appropriate, the 
participation and views of youth, recognizing 
that their marginalization is detrimental to build-
ing sustainable peace in all societies, including, 
inter alia, such specific aspects as:

(a) The needs of youth during repatriation and 
resettlement and for rehabilitation, reintegration 
and post-conflict reconstruction;

(b) Measures that support local youth 
peace initiatives and indigenous processes 
for conflict resolution and that involve youth 
in the implementation mechanisms of peace 
agreements;

(c) Measures to empower youth in peacebuild-
ing and conflict resolution . . . ;

Prevention
10. Urges Members States to facilitate 

an inclusive and enabling environment in 
which youth actors, including youth from 
different backgrounds, are recognized and 
provided with adequate support to implement 
violence prevention activities and support 
social cohesion;

11. Stresses the importance of creating poli-
cies for youth that would positively contribute 
to peacebuilding efforts, including social and 
economic development, supporting projects 
designed to grow local economies, and provide 
youth employment opportunities and vocational 
training, fostering their education, and promot-
ing youth entrepreneurship and constructive 
political engagement;

12. Urges Member States to support, as 
appropriate, quality education for peace 

that equips youth with the ability to engage 
constructively in civic structures and inclusive 
political processes;

13. Calls on all relevant actors to consider 
instituting mechanisms to promote a culture of 
peace, tolerance, intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue that involve youth and discourage 
their participation in acts of violence, terrorism, 
xenophobia, and all forms of discrimination;

Partnerships
14. Urges Member States to increase, as 

appropriate, their political, financial, technical 
and logistical support, that take account of 
the needs and participation of youth in peace 
efforts, in conflict and post-conflict situations, 
including those undertaken by relevant entities, 
funds and programmes, inter alia, the United 
Nations Peacebuilding Support Office, United 
Nations Peacebuilding Fund, United Nations 
Development Programme, United Nations 
Population Fund, UN-Women, and by the Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and other 
relevant bodies, and actors at regional and 
international levels;

15. Stresses the vital role [of] the Peacebuilding 
Commission in addressing the conditions and 
factors leading to the rise of radicalization to 
violence and violent extremism among youth, 
which can be conducive to terrorism, by 
including in its advice and recommendations for 
peacebuilding strategies ways to engage youth 
meaningfully during and in the aftermath of 
armed conflict;

16. Encourages Member States to engage 
relevant local communities and non-gov-
ernmental actors in developing strategies 
to counter the violent extremist narrative 
that can incite terrorist acts, address the 
conditions conducive to the spread of vio-
lent extremism, which can be conducive to 
terrorism, including by empowering youth, 
families, women, religious, cultural and 
education leaders, and all other concerned 
groups of civil society and adopt tailored 
approaches to countering recruitment to this 
kind of violent extremism and promoting 
social inclusion and cohesion;
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Disengagement & reintegration
17. Encourages all those involved in the plan-

ning for disarmament, demobilization and rein-
tegration to consider the needs of youth affect-
ed by armed conflict, including, inter alia, such 
specific aspects as:

(a) evidence-based and gender-sensitive youth 
employment opportunities, inclusive labour pol-
icies, national youth employment action plans 
in partnership with the private sector, devel-
oped in partnership with youth and recognizing 

the interrelated role of education, employment 
and training in preventing the marginalization 
of youth;

(b) investment in building young persons’ 
capabilities and skills to meet labour demands 
through relevant education opportunities de-
signed in a manner which promotes a culture 
of peace;

(c) support for youth-led and peacebuilding 
organizations as partners in youth employment 
and entrepreneurship programs.

Source: United Nations Security Council Resolution S/RES/2250 (2015).

regional mechanisms for dealing with crisis is thus 
one of the challenges facing Arab countries. So 
long as such mechanisms are lacking, crisis in the 
region will continue to invite external unilateral or 
multilateral intervention.

By highlighting the lived reality of countries 
in the western Balkans and sub-Saharan Africa 
that have achieved progress in addressing ethnic 
and territorial conflicts, cross-regional experience 
sharing would be useful for the Arab region. This 
could also emphasize the lessons learned through 
the incorporation of young people in endeavours 
to achieve sustainable peace. Some countries have 
sought to end conflicts and promote peacebuild-
ing by enforcing restrictions on access to arms 
among non-military and by establishing standards 
for media coverage on conflicts to address the 
pervasive violence in the media.

In several resolutions, the General Assembly and 
the Security Council of the United Nations have 
recognized the importance of youth engagement 
and empowerment in post-conflict situations. 
These resolutions have recognized the direct link 
between youth exclusion and global unrest and in-
security. Safeguarding meaningful youth involve-
ment in efforts to advance peace and security is 
thus a reasonable step.

The UN Security Council Resolution on Youth, 
Peace and Security is a powerful tool for engaging 
young people in such efforts and thereby strength-
en peacebuilding (box 8.1). Empowering young 
people is not simply a matter of equality or justice, 
but of global peace and security. Peace and human 
rights are global values that unite young people 
around the world. Nonetheless, the establishment 
of justice and equality across generations has to be 
the first step in acknowledging the role of youth 
in peacebuilding.

mediating among the various parties involved in 
the political life of the country after 2011. In the 
acceptance speech, the Quartet stated that the 
efforts of Tunisia’s youth allowed the country to 
turn the page on authoritarian regimes.

If they are not encouraged, development and 
peacebuilding are endangered. Proactive conflict 
management and peacebuilding should capitalize 
on the remarkable resilience exhibited by women. 
Women must be placed at the centre of national 
policies aimed at development and peacebuilding. 
Countries must remove the social, economic and 
cultural barriers affecting women to ensure they 
have equal access to education and vocational 
training and equal opportunities for full participation 
in society, including in the political arena. 
Governments and civil society must also foster 
greater participation by girls and young women 
by adopting measures to promote appropriate role 
models and facilitate the reconciliation of work and 
family life.

All Arab states face an array of challenges related 
to peace and security. This could offer the impetus 
for regional cooperation. Unilateral and bilateral ap-
proaches are no longer sufficient. None of the most 
pressing issues can be tackled by national govern-
ments alone. Yet, Arab regional organizations have 
been remarkably weak and have proven incapable 
of playing a decisive role in crisis management and 
conflict resolution. This lack of capability is partly 
a product of the fragmentation that characterizes 
the region. Founded on the basis of Arab cultural 
solidarity, the League of Arab States functions as 
an arena for reaching consensus and demonstrating 
unity among the Arab states. Nonetheless, efforts 
at conflict management and dispute resolution 
have been handled by individual actors outside the 
scope of the League. The establishment of effective 
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health, including the promotion of healthy so-
cial and physical environments and addressing 
inequities. A primary means of enhancing health 
among youth is universal health care coverage to 
ensure that all people have access to “promotive, 
preventive, curative and rehabilitative health ser-
vices, of sufficient quality to be effective, while 
also ensuring that people do not suffer financial 
hardship when paying for these services”.18 Imple-
menting universal health care coverage schemes 
among youth, including mental health care and 
the integration of sexual and reproductive health 
education in schools, represents an important 
programmatic intervention that can improve the 
quality of life among youth.

In several countries in the Arab region, the bar-
riers in the provision of health care include high 
out-of-pocket costs, the poor quality of care, the 
shortage of trained health professionals, the lack 
of access to essential medications and technolo-
gies, and deficiencies in health information sys-
tems. The mere availability of a service in a partic-
ular context does not guarantee equitable health 
care delivery. Care must be accessible, acceptable, 
effective, and used by the most disadvantaged 
groups.19

Outside the Arab region, some countries have 
invested in out-of-the-box private sector–led ini-
tiatives such as health micro-insurance schemes, 
which are considered a potential financing op-
tion for covering the poor.20 While such schemes 
are appropriate for health care provision among 
youth, the provision of health care for the elderly 
should also be a priority not only because this is a 
right of the elderly, but also because of the burden 
represented by the elderly on younger household 
members. In the absence of state-led provision, 
young household members must care for ageing 
relatives. This is especially the case in the Arab 
countries, where the share of adults aged 60 and 
older is projected to reach 11.7 percent in 2050, 
up from 4.3 percent in 2015.21

Access to adequate health care in the Arab 
region should not be tied to employment-based 
insurance schemes or employment status. Arab 
countries supply excessive food and fuel subsi-
dies (10 percent of the cost). So, there exists fiscal 
space to support more effective public health care 
systems. Indeed, according to ILO estimates, by 
spending the equivalent of 2 percent of GDP, any 
country can provide a minimum universal level of 
social and health insurance. Food subsidies do not 
address the problem of undernourishment, which 
is endemic in the Arab region. Social barriers that

8.2.2
Expanding 
capabilities:
Health 
care and 
good-quality 
education
There is widespread agreement that education-
al achievements and good health early in life are 
crucial to proper individual cognitive and physical 
development. Education and good health in the 
early years of life are enablers of productive eco-
nomic participation and civic engagement in adult-
hood. Among the barriers identified in this Report 
to improving health among youth in the region 
are the difficulties these people face in accessing 
services and information to address their concerns 
about their own health as well as their inability 
to formulate their health needs. Few health care 
systems address the health needs of youth, par-
ticularly in reproductive health and mental health. 
Conflict has also placed health care systems under 
enormous strain in some countries, making health 
care among children and youth unattainable and 
creating other disablers. The number  of casualties, 
refugees and displaced persons associated with 
conflict has been huge. International organiza-
tions and humanitarian relief agencies have been 
providing much of the health care, but access is 
still a major problem.

Health among youth is a key determinant of 
long-term health outcomes. Excellent and equita-
ble health care coverage through universal health 
care or youth-friendly health services is only half 
the solution.17 The other half is awareness, partic-
ipation and agency among youth.

Among the most effective interventions to en-
hance youth well-being are interventions that 
tackle the social and structural determinants of 
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Box 8.2  Fahem mish hafez*

Tahrir Academy was a non-profit online col-
laborative learning platform that aims to build 
the biggest Arabic video library to provide edu-
cational content to 13- to 18-year-old youth in 
Egypt. The Academy website features more than 
400 educational videos organized into courses 
in three main areas: Life, that is, natural sciences 
and well-being; Humanity, or human sciences 
and languages, and Numbers, or mathematics 
and technology. Courses cover subjects ranging 

from physics and astronomy to Arabic grammar. 
Elementary- and secondary-school students are 
also offered the chance to carry out experiments. 
The Academy produces educational videos based 
on crowdsourcing knowledge among a pool of 
volunteers and experts who help revise and pro-
duce content that is presented in an unconven-
tional, attractive way. During the first year after 
its launch, the Academy achieved more than 2.5 
million views on YouTube.

* ‘Thinking critically, not memorizing’: a phrase used to criticize the overemphasis of Arab educational systems on mem-
orization as a learning method.
Source: Tahrir Academy http://tahriracademy.org/.
**Tahriri Academy suspended its activities on August 10th, 2015 due to lack of funding.  

should also enhance women’s social and eco-
nomic participation and encourage pro-gender 
attitudes. National efforts have achieved a high 
degree of quantitative expansion in basic ed-
ucation, particularly in more well off and less 
highly populated Arab countries. The need to 
boost the coverage and the output of education 
systems, especially higher education, is signif-
icant in the poorer Arab countries. Improving 
education quality represents an even greater 
challenge (box 8.2).

Improved planning and cooperation among the 
state, the private sector and civil society are nec-
essary to harmonize educational systems and the 
labour market. There is little hope for education 
reform unless substantial cooperation emerges 
between education establishments and local com-
munities. Embedding schools in society requires 
multiple channels for interaction between schools 
and communities, not simply the parents of stu-
dents.

Education is undergoing a massive trans-
formation as a result of the digital revolution. 
Children and young people are gaining access 
to vast sources of knowledge, characterized by 
generally high-quality online courses, learning 
facilities and other web-based material. However, 
traditional learning materials are often low in 
quality. New technologies could be harnessed to 
create learning opportunities that challenge the 
traditional role of schools and universities. This 
should be coupled with greater access among 
those individuals who now lack internet and the 
enrichment of the Arabic content of websites 
and information networks.

determine the lack of access to basic incomes 
and essential services must be resolved first. 
Out-of-pocket health expenditure can account 
for over 50 percent of household spending in the 
Arab region and is a key determinant of poverty 
and inequality.22

Governments in the Arab region should consider 
how the unemployed, informal sector workers 
and workers on low salaries may gain access 
to essential social services and basic incomes. 
Targeting or means testing raises questions 
about the inclusion of some, but not others,  
and may also stigmatize those who do receive 
assistance. Targeting and means testing also 
risk creating dependency among vulnerable 
groups, thereby aggravating long-term problems 
of poverty. This issue is especially important 
in view of the high rates of unemployment in 
the Arab region.

Education, particularly education within small 
communities, should be a concern of all in so-
ciety, all government agencies rather than one 
or two ministries, the private business sector 
and civil society. This is especially important in 
higher education.23 Overcoming education system 
failure must be a priority for policymakers and 
educators, who should strive to achieve a good 
fit between the output of educational institu-
tions and the demands of the labour market. 
This would involve a survey of the distribution 
of enrolments across subjects, skills and disci-
plines, upgrades in technical education and a 
review of curricula to promote problem-solving 
skills, entrepreneurial and management capacity 
and the value of self-employment. Education 
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Box 8.3  Youth and innovation: KarmSolar

Founded by young Egyptian entrepreneurs, 
KarmSolar is a solar technology and integration 
company that delivers innovative solar solutions 
for the agricultural, industrial, tourism and 
business sectors. Since its founding in 2011, 
KarmSolar has been Egypt’s largest private off-
grid solar energy integrator, with exceptional 
experience in developing award-winning high-
capacity solar pumping stations, including 
the region’s largest off-grid hybrid pumping 
and irrigation system. KarmSolar also offers 
megawatt-scale off-grid solar energy stations 
and grid-connected utility-scale installations. 
It is the leader in off-grid solar power in Egypt. 
Other projects centre on private solar panels 
and, more recently, wind energy. On 18 October 
2015, KarmSolar announced a US$17 million 

project with Tahrir Petrochemicals to build a 10 
megawatt solar station for the Tahrir Naphtha 
Cracker project at the Ain Sokhna station. The 
station will be implemented during 2016 and 
2017 and will be part of the chemical company’s 
diversification of its energy mix. This will triple 
KarmSolar’s energy portfolio from 5 to 15 
megawatts. KarmSolar has become the first 
energy company in Egypt to be allowed to sell 
electricity from a major off-grid solar power 
plant. The license, for a 1 megawatt installation 
at a dairy farm owned by a subsidiary of Juhayna, 
a dairy foods company, was approved by the 
Egyptian Electricity Regulatory Agency and has 
been assigned to KarmPower, a subsidiary of 
KarmSolar. The installation is expected to be 
operational by April 2016.

Source: Wamda: http://www.wamda.com/memakersge/2015/10/karmsolar-first-license-solar-power-off-grid; Karm-
Solar: www.karmsolar.com.

guidance services or augmenting existing services 
through the use of psychometric assessments.

Limited access to information and financial con-
centration have created an economic structure 
that serves a closed community of businessmen. 
Amid this constraining economic structure, youth 
in the Arab region have been widening their entry 
points into economic activity. Thus, young, so-
cially minded entrepreneurs in the region have 
been launching initiatives focused on recycling, 
renewable energy, good nutrition, and training 
and information awareness (box 8.3). Govern-
ments should encourage such efforts or at least 
not view them as encroaching on government pre-
rogatives. Examples of such enterprises include 
KarmSolar, a private, commercially viable Egyptian 
company that installs high-capacity off-grid solar 
water-pumping stations that reduce reliance on 
diesel power, and Visualizing Impact, a firm based 
in Lebanon that aims to improve transparency and 
attract attention to minority perspectives by visu-
alizing data about social, environmental, political 
and economic issues. In 2013, the firm won the 
prestigious Prix Ars Electronica.

Access to information should be facilitated to 
help young people choose careers, exploit oppor-
tunities for civic engagement and become polit-
ically involved. Especially important is access to 
labour market data, particularly sectors that are 

8.2.3
Expanding 
opportunities:
Jobs and voice
Unemployment among young first-time job seek-
ers in the Arab region is often measured in years, 
not months. Governments should adopt policies 
that promote inclusive employment-led growth 
and concentrate on economic sectors that benefit 
the poor. Policies aimed at breaking the cycle of 
poverty must also focus on youth, given the links 
among poverty, lack of education and skills, and 
the absence of decent jobs.

Easing the transition of young people from 
school to work by offering career guidance and 
counselling is important. The relevant strategy 
should be combined with aptitude tests that help 
young people identify a career matching their 
strengths and interests. An increasing number of 
universities in the region have started introducing 
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Box 8.4  Working together: once a dream, today a necessity

No Arab country alone can achieve dramatic so-
cial and economic progress based on the diversi-
fication of sources of income and the acquisition 
of competitive capabilities through accumulated 
knowledge and industry. However, by coming 
together, Arab countries can reap the benefits 
of size and scale, diversify their combined econ-
omies and open up opportunities for investment 
that would be unavailable in the absence of co-
ordinated efforts and cooperation. In addition, 
acting as a group will empower Arabs and allow 
them to secure rights and legal claims in interna-
tional agreements, which are inevitably affected 
by the negotiating power of the parties involved.
More generally, Arab countries must seek to 
agree among themselves about what they need 
to do to take their place in this new world. To this 

end, they should formulate a shared perspective 
and establish realistic common goals and effec-
tive institutions capable of attaining these goals 
so as to improve the outcomes of economic and 
societal efforts, along with competitiveness.
The argument for Arab cooperation revolves 
around the need for an economic and social 
group with a cooperative, innovative policy 
designed to fulfil a comprehensive agenda for 
broad-based social and economic renewal. This 
endeavour should involve more than the launch 
of an effective economics programme or even 
the adoption of a system of government pro-
grammes. It should include working towards 
mutual understanding, assistance and cooper-
ation, together with a clear strategy that allows 
all in society to join together as partners.

Source: UNDP 2002.

regulatory framework is typically not designed 
to be youth inclusive or to protect youth rights.

The financial component is especially effective 
among youth if it is accompanied by training in 
entrepreneurship and financial literacy and by 
mentorship opportunities. The evidence on microf-
inance is mixed and anecdotal, but programmes 
that improve access to credit alone appear not 
to function as well as programmes that com-
bine training and potential integration into value 
chains.26

A successful initiative has been led by Silatech, 
which has partnered with Al-Amal Microfinance 
Bank in Yemen to address such gaps. In 2009, 
only 15 percent of Al-Amal Bank’s lending went to 
young people. After working with Silatech to de-
velop a youth-lending facility, the share climbed to 
53 percent, and the repayment rates were better 
among youth than among older clients. This ex-
perience encouraged Al-Amal to expand its youth 
customer base and attracted the interest of others 
in the industry, such as Fondation Banque Popu-
laire in Morocco.

Crowdfunding, that is, funding from multiple 
sources, holds great potential for plugging the gap 
in access to finance among youth and unlocking 
job creation potential in favour of youth.27 Credit-
based crowdfunding or lending is one type of 
crowdfunding. Kiva Arab Youth, run in partnership 
with Kiva, the world’s largest microlending 

likely to grow and generate jobs. This would help 
young people make sound career decisions. Labour 
market intermediation could also contribute to 
improving the decision-making process. Youth 
organizations and the private sector in the region, 
such as Bayt.com, have led the way in innovative 
programming. Many of these organizations and 
start-ups, some managed by young people, have 
embarked on job matching and intermediation ini-
tiatives. While personal connections will continue 
to play a key role in securing jobs, such platforms 
can widen access to information and inclusion 
among marginalized groups.

Access to financial and social assets is crucial to 
helping youth make independent economic deci-
sions and become productively involved in their 
countries. Enhancing the access of young people 
to financial services, offering a safe place to save, 
or an appropriately structured loan for invest-
ment in an enterprise or education can promote 
entrepreneurship, asset building and sustainable 
livelihoods. Only 13 percent of young people in 
the region have accounts at formal financial in-
stitutions, versus 37 percent worldwide.24 Across 
the region, youth are underserved by financial in-
stitutions, which perceive youth lending as risky, 
a view that is not borne out by the data.25 Few 
financial service providers, including banks, credit 
unions and microfinance institutions, understand 
and adequately serve the youth market, and the 
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Box 8.5  The Constitution of Tunisia, 2014

Article 8. Youth
Youth are an active force in building the nation.
The state seeks to provide the necessary con-
ditions for developing the capacities of youth 
and realizing their potential, supports them to 

assume responsibility, and strives to extend and 
generalize their participation in social, economic, 
cultural and political development.

Source: See https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Tunisia_2014.pdf.

and provide greater opportunity for youth in the 
Arab region, whose Arabic language and technical 
competencies represent advantages.

Regional cooperation can help the Arab coun-
tries reduce their structural problems, particularly 
youth unemployment. One possible approach is to 
start with the easiest reforms among countries 
that are prepared for more wide-ranging cooper-
ation. Services and labour mobility should be at 
the heart of the process. Issuing special long-term 
visas for businessmen, researchers and students 
can also be a good starting point. Special pro-
grammes for youth should be launched, widening 
the possibility for students to obtain scholarships 
to study in other Arab countries. Creating cen-
tres of excellence in various fields in each country 
could contribute to attracting the best students 
and researchers from other countries and realizing 
significant scale economies.

The role of civil society in this sensitive period is 
crucial in convincing political leaders of the need 
to give youth a more optimistic perspective on 
their future. A new Arab cooperation project has 
to be based on solid foundations. These founda-
tions should be realistic, taking into account the 
security, political economy and social constraints 
of each country.

Young adulthood is a critical period for forming 
political beliefs and behaviours. According to life 
cycle theories, stable patterns of civic engage-
ment tend to emerge once individuals step into 
the adult roles that build up their stake in com-
munity affairs, such as securing stable jobs, hous-
ing, marriage and parenting. Civic engagement is 
important for the functioning of society and is an 
integral part of any human development agenda 
that is relevant to the region. It can be argued 
that, because youth make up a significant share 
of the current generation of young adults, the 
level of civic engagement among youth reflects 
the existing social contract and is an important 
barometer of the future of societies.

platform, allows direct online peer-to-peer 
lending to young microentrepreneurs in five Arab 
countries through the Arab Youth Channel. Kiva 
Arab Youth mobilized US$5.5 million in financing 
for 3,900 Arab businesses, enjoyed a 98 percent 
repayment rate and helped create 30,000 jobs. 
Equity financing among youth is also emerging 
as a feasible crowdfunding alternative; examples 
include Ruwwad in Jordan and Eureeca in the 
United Arab Emirates.

Enhancing labour force participation among 
young women in Arab countries requires that gov-
ernments introduce better structural schemes and 
incentive packages for employers and potential 
employees. More young women would be willing 
to work and persist in the labour market if social 
protection were extended to cover flexible and 
part-time work. This would encourage employers 
to offer these work options. Furthermore, govern-
ments should consider undertaking infrastructure 
investment with the private sector, identifying 
limited-duration public service jobs among youth 
and, during economic or political crises, establish-
ing limited-duration public works programmes.

Greater intraregional cooperation, trade and fi-
nancial flows could help sustain economic growth, 
increase job creation and promote a healthy labour 
market. This would benefit not only young work-
ers, but also worker-sending and worker-receiv-
ing countries if the relevant bilateral agreements 
could be reached and policies that support labour 
mobility and ensure good working conditions are 
introduced (box 8.4). Reforms would include over-
hauling the labour sponsorship system, licensing 
and supervising worker recruitment agencies, re-
viewing and vetting employment contracts, and 
ensuring that migrant workers obtain pre-de-
parture training. A business travel card scheme 
could ease labour mobility. Skills assessments and 
standard certification can help workers take their 
skills across borders. Similarly, matching jobs and 
employment qualifications can boost productivity 
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are reserved for women, and 30 seats are re-
served for candidates under the age of 40.29 In 
Tunisia, at least one candidate under 35 should 
be among the top four candidates on party lists 
across the four electoral districts.30 The Consti-
tution of Tunisia includes an important provision 
on youth (box 8.5).

Young people who participate actively in their 
communities early on are more likely to become 
engaged citizens and voters. Capacity develop-
ment among young candidates, for example, has 
proven to be more effective as an ongoing effort 
rather than as a one-off event three months before 
an election. Support for the political participation 
of young people should also extend across the 
electoral cycle.

Youth political participation needs to be mean-
ingful and effective. Capacity development is an 
integral part, and, while building individual capac-
ities is important, the capacities of organizations 
and the degree to which an environment enables 
individuals and institutions to participate in politi-
cal processes should also be factored in. Following 
a rights-based approach entails considering youth 
as potential agents of change, that is, as part of 
the solution, not as a problem to be resolved by 
others.31

Young women and men must play a crucial and 
proactive role in monitoring the performance of 
governments and public institutions. Participatory, 
youth-driven accountability monitoring through 
the establishment of a watchdog tool can be ef-
fective. The tool could be used to monitor issues 
ranging from corruption to water quality.

Investment in youth participation represents 
recognition of the active and positive contribution 
of young people to society, especially intercultur-
al understanding. Such investment must target 
youth from all cultural and religious backgrounds, 
including young people from disparate communi-
ties, as well as young people with disabilities and 
vulnerable or marginalized youth.

Policy advocacy is another form of civil society 
engagement and participation in which youth can 
play a meaningful role. There are few youth-led 
policy advocacy initiatives in the region. Estab-
lishing such initiatives could fill a significant policy 
advocacy gap among youth and provide learning 
opportunities for those who might become poli-
cymakers in the future.

At the legislative and institutional levels, key 
policies are important in opening the space for 
youth civic engagement. Despite the fact that 
the voting age is 18 years in most Arab coun-
tries, youth representation in parliament remains 
a challenge. Based on data available on nearly 100 
parliamentary chambers (72 lower houses and 26 
upper houses), analysis of the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union shows that a large majority of members of 
parliament (39 percent) are between 51 and 60 
years of age. The next largest age group is the 
41–50 age-group (22.6 percent), followed by the 
61–70 (20.5 percent) age bracket.28 This trend has 
been changing as countries adopt targeted youth 
quotas. In Morocco, 305 of the 395 members of 
the lower house are elected in 92 multi-member 
constituencies through a proportional represen-
tation system, whereas the remaining 60 seats 
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Age: as reported, over the range 15–29.

Age: as reported, over the range 15–29. In the 
figures: the youth (value=1) are defined as those 
between the ages of 15 and 29, the low middle 
(2) as those between 30-44, the high middle age 
(3) as those between 45 and 60, and the elder as 
those above age 60.

Authority: is an index based on two questions, 
one that asks if greater respect for the authority 
of ones parents is a good thing, and one that asks 
if obeying ones rulers is an essential characteristic 
of democracy. 

Civil engagement: is an index of how often re-
spondents have signed a petition, joined in boy-
cotts, or attended peaceful demonstrations during 
the past year.

Connectivity: is an index that measures the fre-
quency with which respondents get information 
from electronic sources of information (mobile 
phone, email, internet, personal computer).

Dependence on family life is measured by re-
sponses to three questions on the importance of 
making one’s parents proud, how fulfilling it is 
to be a housewife, and how much one trusts the 
family compared to the broader community.

Education: aggregated into a 1–3 scale where (1) 
stands for people who at most have a primary 
school diploma, (2) for people who have more than 
primary school and less than university education 
and (3) for people who at least start at a university 
program. 

Gender Equality: The WVS index is based on three 
questions: Whether men should have more right 
to a job than women when jobs are scarce; wheth-
er a university education is more important for a 
boy than for a girl; and whether men make better 
political leaders than women.  In Gallup, the index 
is based on the same first two questions as the 
WVS, but the third is different, and it asks about 
whether women should be allowed to initiate di-
vorce.

Income: relative to rest of population, reported in 
a range (1, 10).

Life Satisfaction. An index based on two ques-
tions, one focusing on how satisfied people are 

Definition of 
Statistical 
Terms and 
Indicators
Relevant to Chapter 2 
Definition of variables – World Values Survey 
(WVS)

The WVS has polled ten Arab countries of the 
region in its sixth wave, which took place between 
2011 and 2013 Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq, 
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Qatar, Yemen, and 
Libya. It had covered five countries in its fifth 
wave (around 2008), and only four countries 
in its fourth wave around 2000. Thus, it offers 
a rich set of data for the most recent period, 
and allows some limited comparisons through 
time, which helps ascertain the extent to which 
inter-generational change has been taking place. 
The WVS data has several advantages: its sample 
size tends to be reasonable and representative 
(1500 to 3000 respondents per country). An-
swers to questions are typically over a range 
(1–10), helping measure the intensity of partic-
ular values. It covers more than 90 countries, 
allowing for international comparisons. Some 
of the questions span the three waves, but not 
all (in particular, Political Islam). 

The variables depicted in the graphs are a partic-
ular representation of the variables studied in the 
paper. They represent the percentage of particular 
populations (age or education groups), in particular 
countries, whose rating on a particular question 
(typically on a 10 scale range) is above the average 
rating for this group in the Middle Income group 
of countries, which we have constructed as the 
un-weighted average of all individuals from that 
group in all middle income countries, as provided 
in the 6th wave of the WVS data.

The WVS variables used in the chapter and 
how they are formed is described below. Factor 
analysis has been performed on all the indexes 
to ensure that they relate to the same factor.
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whether all religions should be taught in our public 
schools, and whether people who belong to dif-
ferent religions are as moral as the respondent.

Self-expression is an index of answers to 3 ques-
tions. The first two questions refer to whether 
imagination and self-expression are be qualities 
that children should be encouraged to learn at 
home, and the third asks whether it is important 
to think up new ideas, be creative, and to do things 
one’s own way.

Social Tolerance: An index based on questions 
on the desirability of having neighbors that are: 
people of a different race; immigrants/foreign 
workers; people of a different religion; unmarried 
couples living together; people who speak a dif-
ferent language;

Voting: is a variable that measures answers to the 
question about how often people vote when elec-
tions take place.

with their life as a whole, and a second about the 
degree of free choice and control over their lives.

Piety: is an index that comprises how often one 
attends religious services and how important they 
consider God in their life.  

Political Islam: is constructed from answers to a 
question about whether religious authorities ulti-
mately need to interpret the laws. 

Preference for democracy: is a variable that esti-
mates how often a respondent chose democracy 
over other strong rule when presented with three 
lists of options to choose from (2 choices allowed 
per 4 item menus that include options related to 
democracy, strong rule, a good economy, and a 
fourth choice). 

Religiosity:  Based on whether religious faith is an 
important child quality. 
Religious tolerance is an index of two questions: 
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death and disability adjusted life years: tobacco 
(n=296), psychological/mental health (n=223), 
obesity (n=174) and other nutrition-related/
nutrients (n=100). Only 90 research studies were 
found around the topic of SRH among youth in 
the Arab region in the last ten years despite the 
triple burden of SRH described below – perhaps 
indicating the sensitivity of the topic.  Fewer 
articles are found related to transport injuries 
despite its high burden of disease (n=13 only).   In 
terms of country, Egypt, Jordan, KSA, and Lebanon 
have over 50 articles in that time period.  

Patton et al. suggests three key recommenda-
tions to understand young people’s health more 
clearly: (i) indicator development and measure-
ment with the recommendation for a core set of 
global indicators of youth health; (ii) extending 
data coverage to ensure information is collect-
ed on the most marginalized, most at risk ado-
lescents, and (iii) leadership and coordination 
between governments and UN agencies to both 
collect the data and use it to impact health. As 
global organizations dialogue around these issues, 
Arab youth, scholars, and practitioners working 
with young people should critically explore the ad-
aptations needed so that the set of indicators can 
provide an accurate picture of our region’s young 
people. For example, in our context, exposure to 
violent conflict or displacement may be a neces-
sary addition to a set of indicators of youth health. 

Although surveys are often touted as the 
most effective and reliable method of collecting 
information, they have limitations in the age group 
15–29 years.5 Many young people in this age 
group may be out of school or university, making 
systematic access difficult. Household surveys 
have the limitation of contact with parents or 
guardians in requesting access to young people 
around sensitive topics. Facility-based surveys 
are limited to those who attend the facility for a 
particular condition. Creative ways to collect data 
on health, well-being, and risk factors need to be 
considered. Digital and social media platforms 
may be one way, but may not reach all youth. 

Available 
indicators on 
youth health
Relevant to Chapter 5 
Patton et al.2 proposed a set of indicators to 
measure adolescent health (up to age 24 years) 
and reviewed the availability of data for these 
indicators (measured through selected data 
sources - for example GSHS, GYTS, GMHS, or 
MICS) in selected countries within the region. 
Twenty-five indicators are proposed.3 Most are 
measured of risk meaning that the higher the 
percentage within the country, the worse off is 
youth health in that country. Where the indicator 
is protective (higher percentages=better health), 
it is noted below.  For the Middle East and North 
Africa region, 18 countries were included, 17 are 
Arab league countries (MENA countries that are 
not Arab league countries are not listed in the 
table below).4 With respect to data availability, 
only seven of the 25 indicators were available in 8 
or more of the Arab countries that were included 
in this database.

A search was conducted using PubMed and Ovid 
databases.  The search period was 2005–2014 
(second week of June). The total number of articles 
found using the above search strategy was 534 in 
the ten years included in the search. This amounts 
to an average of 2.4 articles/country/year. Annex 
2 table A.15 indicated the number of articles found 
in each of subject areas and by country (the total 
is greater than the total number of articles, as one 
article could include more than one risk factor and 
more than one country). The highest number of 
articles by far is risk factors for leading causes of 
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Indicators Data Source Age-group Arab countries reporting

RISK FACTORS

Gross enrollment rates in 
early secondary education UNESCO Not stated All

Youth unemployment ILO 15–24 years

Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, 
Tunisia, UAE

Early marriage before 18 
years

UNICEF global database 
(MICS, DHS, national 
surveys)

<18 years
Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Morocco, Syria, 
Yemen

Underweight GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, Syria, UAE, Yemen

Overweight GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, Syria, UAE, Yemen

Childbirth before 18 years UNICEF global data <18 years Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, 

Maternal mortality Household surveys 15–19 years, 20–24 years Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Kuwait, 
Morocco

Mortality overall and by age 
group (4 indicators) WHO mortality database

overall 10–24 years; and 
for 10–14 years, 15–19 
years, and 20–24 years

Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait

Mortality from traffic injuries WHO mortality database
overall 10–24 years; and 
for 10–14 years, 15–19 
years, and 20–24 years

Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait

Mortality from self-harm WHO mortality database
overall 10–24 years; and 
for 10–14 years, 15–19 
years, and 20–24 years

Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait

Mortality from violence WHO mortality database
overall 10–24 years; and 
for 10–14 years, 15–19 
years, and 20–24 years

Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait

Prevalence of any axis one 
mental disorders GMHS 18–24 years Iraq, Lebanon

Unmet need for mental health 
treatment in those with axis 
one diagnosis 

Personal communication 18–24 years Iraq, Lebanon

Binge drinking in past 30 days GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years Lebanon, Syria

Cannabis use in past 30 days GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years Morocco

Prevalence of sexual activity 
by 15 years GSHS, HBSC, MICS <15 years or 13–15 years 

depending on data source None 

HIV prevalence DHS, MICS 15–24 years None

PROTECTIVE FACTORS 

Physical activity for more 
than 60 each day / week GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years

Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 
Oman, Syria, Tunisia, UAE, 
Yemen

Parent or guardians 
understand worries most of 
the time 

GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, Oman, Syria, Tunisia, 
UAE, Yemen

Self-rated health GSHS, HBSC 13–15 years None

Condom use at last high risk 
sex UNICEF unpublished 15–24 years None

HPV vaccination rates Unknown Females 10–19 years None

Use of health services in past 
12 months Unknown 15–19 years None
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Endnotes

1	 Moaddel & DeJong 2014.
2	 Patton and others 2012.
3	 The 25 indicators include: mortality data (4 indicators), maternal deaths, HIV prevalence, mental disorder, tobacco use, 

binge drinking, cannabis use, underweight, overweight, physical activity, parental understanding, self-rated health, sex 
by 15 years, unemployment, early marriage (before 18 years), early childbirth (before 18 years), secondary education, HIV 
knowledge, condom use, HPV vaccination, unmet mental health, and health services use. 

4	 Countries reviewed included: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen 

5	 Patton and others 2012.
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Human 
development 
indicators in the 
Arab countries

Annex 1
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Human Development Report 2014
Sustaining Human Progress Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience

Human development indices

1	 Human Development Index and its components
2	 Human Development Index trends, 1980–2013
3	 Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index
4	 Gender Inequality Index 
5	 Gender Development Index
6	 Multidimensional Poverty Index
6A	 Multidimensional Poverty Index: changes over time (select countries)

Human development indicators

7	 Health: children and youth
8	 Adult health and health expenditures
9	 Education
10	 Command over and allocation of resources
11	 Social competencies
12	 Personal insecurity
13	 International integration
14	 Environment
15	 Population trends
16	 Supplementary indicators: perceptions of well-being

Symbols used in the tables

..	 Not available
0 or 0.0	 Nil or negligible
<	 Less than
—	 Not applicable
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Acronyms and abbreviations

HDI	 Human development index
GNI	 Gross National Income
PPP	 Purchasing Power Parity
HDR	 Human Development Report
UNDP	 United Nations Development Programme
DTP	 Diphtheria, Tetanus toxoid and Pertussis
HIV	 Human Immunodeficiency Virus
GDP	 Gross Domestic Product
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Human 
Development 

Index (HDI)
Life expectancy 

at birth
Mean years of 

schooling 
Expected years of 

schooling 
Gross national 

income (GNI) per 
capita

Human 
Development 

Index (HDI)
Change in rank

HDI 
rank Country

(Value) (years) (years) (years) (2011 PPP $) (Value)

2013 2013 2012 2012 2013 2012 2012–2013

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT								      

31 Qatar 0.851 78.4 9.1 13.8 119,029 0.850 0

34 Saudi Arabia 0.836 75.5 8.7 15.6 52,109 0.833 0

40 United Arab Emirates 0.827 76.8 9.1 13.3 58,068 0.825 0

44 Bahrain 0.815 76.6 9.4 14.4 32,072 0.813 0

46 Kuwait 0.814 74.3 7.2 14.6 85,820 0.813 -2

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT							     

55 Libya 0.784 75.3 7.5 16.1 21,666 0.789 -5

56 Oman 0.783 76.6 6.8 13.6 42,191 0.781 0

65 Lebanon 0.765 80.0 7.9 13.2 16,263 0.764 0

77 Jordan 0.745 73.9 9.9 13.3 11,337 0.744 0

90 Tunisia 0.721 75.9 6.5 14.6 10,440 0.719 0

93 Algeria 0.717 71.0 7.6 14.0 12,555 0.715 0

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT								      

107 Palestine, State of 0.686 73.2 8.9 13.2 5,168 0.683 0

110 Egypt 0.682 71.2 6.4 13.0 10,400 0.681 -2

118 Syrian Arab Republic 0.658 74.6 6.6 12.0 5,771 0.662 -4

120 Iraq 0.642 69.4 5.6 10.1 14,007 0.641 0

129 Morocco 0.617 70.9 4.4 11.6 6,905 0.614 2

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT						    

154 Yemen 0.500 63.1 2.5 9.2 3,945 0.499 0

159 Comoros 0.488 60.9 2.8 12.8 1,505 0.486 -1

161 Mauritania 0.487 61.6 3.7 8.2 2,988 0.485 -2

166 Sudan 0.473 62.1 3.1 7.3 3,428 0.472 0

170 Djibouti 0.467 61.8 3.8 6.4 3,109 0.465 0

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES								      

Somalia .. 55.1 .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Index Groups

Very high human development 0.890 80.2 11.7 16.3 40,046 0.889 —

High human development 0.735 74.5 8.1 13.4 13,231 0.733 —

Medium human development 0.614 67.9 5.5 11.7 5,960 0.612 —

Low human development 0.493 59.4 4.2 9.0 2,904 0.490 —

Regions

Arab States 0.682 70.2 6.3 11.8 15,817 0.681 —

East Asia and the Pacific 0.703 74.0 7.4 12.5 10,499 0.699 —

Europe and Central Asia 0.738 71.3 9.6 13.6 12,415 0.735 —

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.740 74.9 7.9 13.7 13,767 0.739 —

South Asia 0.588 67.2 4.7 11.2 5,195 0.586 —

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.502 56.8 4.8 9.7 3,152 0.499 —

Least developed countries 0.487 61.5 3.9 9.4 2,126 0.484 —

Small island developing states 0.665 70.0 7.5 11.0 9,471 0.663 —

World 0.702 70.8 7.7 12.2 13,723 0.700 —

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience 
Table 1  Human Development Index and its components

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 1: 160–163.
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Human Development Index (HDI) HDI rank Average annual HDI growth

(Value) (Change) (%)

HDI 
rank Country 1980 1990 2000 2005 2008 2010 2011 2012 2013 2012 2008–

2013
1980–
1990

1990–
2000

2000–
2013

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 0.729 0.756 0.811 0.840 0.855 0.847 0.843 0.850 0.851 31 -1 0.35 0.71 0.37

34 Saudi Arabia 0.583 0.662 0.744 0.773 0.791 0.815 0.825 0.833 0.836 34 13 1.28 1.17 0.90

40 United Arab Emirates 0.640 0.725 0.797 0.823 0.832 0.824 0.824 0.825 0.827 40 -5 1.25 0.95 0.28

44 Bahrain 0.677 0.729 0.784 0.811 0.810 0.812 0.812 0.813 0.815 44 -2 0.75 0.72 0.30

46 Kuwait 0.702 0.723 0.804 0.795 0.800 0.807 0.810 0.813 0.814 44 1 0.29 1.08 0.09

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 0.641 0.684 0.745 0.772 0.789 0.799 0.753 0.789 0.784 50 -5 0.65 0.85 0.40

56 Oman .. .. .. 0.733 0.714 0.780 0.781 0.781 0.783 56 6 .. .. ..

65 Lebanon .. .. .. 0.741 0.750 0.759 0.764 0.764 0.765 65 2 .. .. ..

77 Jordan 0.587 0.622 0.705 0.733 0.746 0.744 0.744 0.744 0.745 77 -8 0.58 1.26 0.43

90 Tunisia 0.484 0.567 0.653 0.687 0.706 0.715 0.716 0.719 0.721 90 1 1.60 1.42 0.77

93 Algeria 0.509 0.576 0.634 0.675 0.695 0.709 0.715 0.715 0.717 93 5 1.25 0.96 0.95

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of .. .. .. 0.649 0.672 0.671 0.679 0.683 0.686 107 1 .. .. ..

110 Egypt 0.452 0.546 0.621 0.645 0.667 0.678 0.679 0.681 0.682 108 -4 1.91 1.30 0.72

118 Syrian Arab Republic 0.528 0.570 0.605 0.653 0.658 0.662 0.662 0.662 0.658 114 -8 0.76 0.60 0.65

120 Iraq 0.500 0.508 0.606 0.621 0.632 0.638 0.639 0.641 0.642 120 -1 0.17 1.77 0.45

129 Morocco 0.399 0.459 0.526 0.569 0.588 0.603 0.612 0.614 0.617 131 3 1.41 1.37 1.23

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen .. 0.390 0.427 0.462 0.471 0.484 0.497 0.499 0.500 154 2 .. 0.90 1.22

159 Comoros .. .. .. 0.464 0.474 0.479 0.483 0.486 0.488 158 -4 .. .. ..

161 Mauritania 0.347 0.367 0.433 0.455 0.466 0.475 0.475 0.485 0.487 159 -2 0.55 1.67 0.91

166 Sudan 0.331 0.342 0.385 0.423 0.447 0.463 0.468 0.472 0.473 166 -1 0.33 1.20 1.59

170 Djibouti .. .. .. 0.412 0.438 0.452 0.461 0.465 0.467 170 -3 .. .. ..

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Index groups

Very high human development 0.757 0.798 0.849 0.870 0.879 0.885 0.887 0.889 0.890 — — 0.52 0.62 0.37

High human development 0.534 0.593 0.643 0.682 0.710 0.723 0.729 0.733 0.735 — — 1.04 0.81 1.04

Medium human development 0.420 0.474 0.528 0.565 0.587 0.601 0.609 0.612 0.614 — — 1.22 1.09 1.17

Low human development 0.345 0.367 0.403 0.444 0.471 0.479 0.486 0.490 0.493 — — 0.64 0.95 1.56

Regions

Arab States 0.492 0.551 0.611 0.644 0.664 0.675 0.678 0.681 0.682 — — 1.14 1.05 0.85

East Asia and the Pacific 0.457 0.517 0.595 0.641 0.671 0.688 0.695 0.699 0.703 — — 1.23 1.42 1.29

Europe and Central Asia .. 0.651 0.665 0.700 0.716 0.726 0.733 0.735 0.738 — — .. 0.21 0.80

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.579 0.627 0.683 0.705 0.726 0.734 0.737 0.739 0.740 — — 0.79 0.87 0.62

South Asia 0.382 0.438 0.491 0.533 0.560 0.573 0.582 0.586 0.588 — — 1.37 1.16 1.39

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.382 0.399 0.421 0.452 0.477 0.488 0.495 0.499 0.502 — — 0.44 0.52 1.37

Least developed countries 0.319 0.345 0.391 0.429 0.457 0.472 0.480 0.484 0.487 — — 0.79 1.26 1.70

Small island developing states 0.545 0.587 0.613 0.637 0.658 0.662 0.663 0.663 0.665 — — 0.75 0.43 0.62

World 0.559 0.597 0.639 0.667 0.685 0.693 0.698 0.700 0.702 — — 0.66 0.67 0.73

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 2  Human Development Index trends, 1980–2013

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 2: 164–167.
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Gini 
coeffi-
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HDI rank Country 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2003–
2012

2003–
2012

2003–
2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT	

31 Qatar 0.851 .. .. .. .. 6.0 0.844 .. .. .. .. 13.3 .. 41.1

34 Saudi Arabia 0.836 .. .. .. .. 8.7 0.779 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

40 United Arab Emirates 0.827 .. .. .. .. 5.5 0.826 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

44 Bahrain 0.815 .. .. .. .. 6.3 0.816 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

46 Kuwait 0.814 .. .. .. .. 7.2 0.775 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 0.784 .. .. .. .. 10.1 0.765 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Oman 0.783 .. .. .. .. 7.0 0.809 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

65 Lebanon 0.765 0.606 20.8 -17 20.3 6.7 0.861 24.1 0.479 30.0 0.538 .. .. ..

77 Jordan 0.745 0.607 18.6 -5 18.5 11.9 0.730 22.4 0.543 21.1 0.564 5.7 1.5 35.4

90 Tunisia 0.721 .. .. .. .. 10.6 0.768 .. .. .. .. 6.4 1.5 36.1

93 Algeria 0.717 .. .. .. .. 16.7 0.654 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT	 	

107 Palestine, State of 0.686 0.606 11.7 13 11.7 13.1 0.711 6.9 0.617 15.0 0.507 5.8 1.5 35.5

110 Egypt 0.682 0.518 24.0 -5 22.8 13.4 0.682 40.9 0.339 14.2 0.602 4.4 1.2 30.8

118 Syrian Arab Republic 0.658 0.518 21.2 4 20.8 12.6 0.734 31.5 0.379 18.3 0.500 5.7 .. 35.8

120 Iraq 0.642 0.505 21.4 0 21.2 17.6 0.626 29.8 0.328 16.1 0.626 4.6 1.2 30.9

129 Morocco 0.617 0.433 29.7 0 28.5 16.8 0.652 45.8 0.254 23.0 0.493 7.3 2.0 40.9

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT			   		

154 Yemen 0.500 0.336 32.8 -2 31.7 30.3 0.462 47.2 0.179 17.6 0.457 6.3 1.7 37.7

159 Comoros 0.488 .. .. .. .. 34.2 0.414 47.4 0.237 .. .. 26.7 .. 64.3

161 Mauritania 0.487 0.315 35.3 -2 34.6 36.6 0.405 45.9 0.191 21.2 0.404 7.8 1.9 40.5

166 Sudan 0.473 .. .. .. .. 32.8 0.435 .. .. .. .. 6.2 1.4 35.3

170 Djibouti 0.467 0.306 34.6 2 33.7 32.5 0.434 47.0 0.162 21.7 0.406 .. .. 40.0

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES			   		

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. 42.1 0.312 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Index  groups

Very high human development 0.890 0.780 12.3 — 12.0 4.9 0.881 8.7 0.769 22.4 0.702 — — —

High human development 0.735 0.590 19.7 — 19.3 10.7 0.749 17.4 0.531 29.9 0.517 — — —

Medium human development 0.614 0.457 25.6 — 25.2 21.9 0.575 35.1 0.331 18.6 0.502 — — —

Low human development 0.493 0.332 32.6 — 32.4 35.0 0.394 38.2 0.241 23.9 0.387 — — —

Regions

Arab States 0.682 0.512 24.9 — 24.2 17.4 0.639 38.0 0.334 17.3 0.629 — — —

East Asia and the Pacific 0.703 0.564 19.7 — 19.5 11.7 0.734 19.7 0.477 27.0 0.513 — — —

Europe and Central Asia 0.738 0.639 13.3 — 13.2 14.2 0.676 8.6 0.639 16.9 0.605 — — —

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.740 0.559 24.5 — 23.9 13.2 0.733 22.2 0.502 36.3 0.474 — — —

South Asia 0.588 0.419 28.7 — 28.0 24.4 0.549 41.6 0.274 18.0 0.489 — — —

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.502 0.334 33.6 — 33.5 36.6 0.359 35.7 0.276 28.1 0.375 — — —

Least developed countries 0.487 0.336 31.0 — 30.9 32.3 0.433 35.6 0.253 24.7 0.348 — — —

Small island developing states 0.665 0.497 25.3 — 24.9 18.5 0.626 22.1 0.433 34.2 0.452 — — —

World 0.702 0.541 22.9 — 22.8 17.3 0.647 27.0 0.433 24.1 0.564 — — —

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 3  Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 3: 168–171.
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Gender 
Inequality 

Index

Maternal 
mortality 

ratio
Adolescent 
birth rate

Share of 
seats in 

parliament
Population with at least 

some secondary education
Labour Force Participation 

rate

(Value) Rank
(deaths  per 

100,000 
live births)

(births 
per 1,000 

women 
aged 15–19)

 (% held by 
women)

(% aged 25 and above) (% aged 15 and above)

Female Male Female Male

HDI rank Country 2013 2013 2010–2013 2010–2015 2013–2014 2005–2012 2005–2012 2012–2013 2012–2013

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 0.524 113 6 9.5 0.0 66.7 59.0 50.8 95.5

34 Saudi Arabia 0.321 56 16 10.2 19.9 60.5 70.3 20.2 78.3

40 United Arab Emirates 0.244 43 8 27.6 17.5 73.1 61.3 46.5 92.0

44 Bahrain 0.253 46 22 13.8 10.0 74.4 80.4 39.2 86.9

46 Kuwait 0.288 50 14 14.5 4.6 55.6 56.3 43.6 83.1

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 0.215 40 15 2.5 16.5 55.6 44.0 30.0 76.4

56 Oman 0.348 64 11 10.6 1.2 47.2 57.1 29.0 82.6

65 Lebanon 0.413 80 16 12.0 3.1 38.8 38.9 23.3 70.9

77 Jordan 0.488 101 50 26.5 12.0 69.5 78.5 15.6 66.6

90 Tunisia 0.265 48 46 4.6 28.1 32.8 46.1 25.1 70.9

93 Algeria 0.425 81 89 10.0 31.6 20.9 27.3 15.2 72.2

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of .. .. .. 45.8 .. 31.5 32.2 15.4 66.4

110 Egypt 0.580 130 45 43.0 2.0 43.4 59.3 23.7 74.8

118 Syrian Arab Republic 0.556 125 49 41.6 12.0 29.0 38.9 13.5 72.7

120 Iraq 0.542 120 67 68.7 25.2 22.0 42.7 14.9 69.8

129 Morocco 0.460 92 120 35.8 17.0 20.1 36.3 26.5 75.8

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 0.733 152 270 47.0 0.3 7.6 24.4 25.4 72.2

159 Comoros .. .. 350 51.1 3.0 .. .. 35.2 80.1

161 Mauritania 0.644 142 320 73.3 25.2 8.0 20.8 28.7 79.1

166 Sudan 0.628 140 360 84.0 24.3 12.8 18.2 31.3 76.0

170 Djibouti .. .. 230 18.6 12.7 .. .. 36.3 67.7

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. 850 110.4 13.8 .. .. 37.2 75.5

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 0.197 — 16 19.2 26.7 86.1 87.7 52.3 69.0

High human development 0.315 — 42 28.8 18.8 60.2 69.1 57.1 77.1

Medium human development 0.513 — 186 43.4 17.5 34.2 51.4 38.7 80.0

Low human development 0.587 — 427 92.3 20.0 14.9 29.6 55.7 78.4

Regions

Arab States 0.546 — 164 45.4 17.7 32.9 46.4 23.3 75.4

East Asia and the Pacific 0.331 — 72 21.2 18.9 54.6 66.4 61.3 78.5

Europe and Central Asia 0.317 — 31 30.8 25.1 70.4 80.6 50.8 67.3

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.416 — 85 68.3 25.9 53.3 53.9 53.6 79.6

South Asia 0.539 — 202 38.7 19.3 28.4 49.9 30.5 80.6

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.578 — 510 109.7 22.9 22.9 32.9 63.6 76.6

Least developed countries 0.570 — 389 97.0 21.8 16.5 27.2 65.7 82.6

Small island developing states 0.478 — 195 61.5 23.0 50.4 55.2 52.8 73.3

World 0.451 — 130 47.4 22.2 54.2 64.2 50.2 76.7

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 4  Gender Inequality Index

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 4: 172–175; World Bank WDI 2015.
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Gender-related 
development index

Human development 
index value

Life expectancy at 
birth

Mean years of 
schooling

Expected years of 
schooling

Estimated GNI per 
capita

Female 
to male 
ratio of 

HDI
Rank

(years) (years) (years) (years)  (2011 PPP$)

Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

HDI rank Country 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2013 2002–
2012

2002–
2012

2000–
2012

2000–
2012 2013 2013

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 0.979 32 0.838 0.856 79.5 77.8 10.1 8.7 14.0 13.9 45,863 141,468

34 Saudi Arabia 0.897 112 0.773 0.861 77.6 73.9 8.0 9.2 15.9 15.4 16,197 78,689

40 United Arab Emirates 0.958 70 0.800 0.835 78.2 76.1 10.2 8.7 13.9 12.9 23,903 72,659

44 Bahrain 0.961 66 0.798 0.831 77.5 75.9 9.1 9.6 15.1 13.7 24,531 36,660

46 Kuwait 0.987 22 0.801 0.812 75.5 73.5 7.9 6.8 15.2 14.2 43,134 114,532

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 0.931 93 0.749 0.805 77.3 73.5 7.5 7.5 16.4 15.9 10,649 32,678

56 Oman .. .. .. .. 79.0 74.8 .. .. 13.9 13.4 17,346 56,424

65 Lebanon 0.900 110 0.715 0.794 82.3 78.1 7.6 8.2 13.0 13.3 7,199 25,038

77 Jordan 0.842 130 0.658 0.781 75.6 72.3 9.4 10.4 13.5 13.1 2,875 19,459

90 Tunisia 0.891 116 0.669 0.751 78.3 73.6 5.5 7.5 15.0 14.0 4,751 16,226

93 Algeria 0.843 129 0.629 0.746 72.7 69.4 5.9 7.8 14.2 13.8 3,695 21,219

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 0.974 41 0.612 0.628 75.0 71.5 8.4 9.3 14.0 12.5 1,651 8,580

110 Egypt 0.855 125 0.617 0.722 73.6 68.8 5.3 7.5 12.7 13.3 4,225 16,522

118 Syrian Arab Republic 0.851 127 0.588 0.691 77.8 71.8 6.1 7.1 12.0 12.1 1,922 9,478

120 Iraq 0.802 137 0.556 0.693 73.2 65.9 4.4 6.7 8.7 11.4 4,246 23,555

129 Morocco 0.828 132 0.545 0.658 72.7 69.1 3.2 5.6 10.6 11.6 3,215 10,692

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 0.738 146 0.415 0.562 64.5 61.8 1.2 3.8 7.7 10.6 1,775 6,080

159 Comoros .. .. .. .. 62.3 59.5 .. .. 12.3 13.2 798 2,201

161 Mauritania 0.801 138 0.425 0.530 63.1 60.0 2.6 4.9 8.1 8.3 1,362 4,592

166 Sudan .. .. .. .. 63.9 60.3 2.5 3.8 .. .. 1,692 5,153

170 Djibouti .. .. .. .. 63.4 60.2 .. .. 5.9 6.9 1,907 4,300

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. 56.7 53.4 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 0.975 — 0.874 0.896 83.0 77.4 11.6 11.8 16.7 15.8 26,677 53,683

High human development 0.946 — 0.710 0.750 76.8 72.3 7.5 8.5 13.4 13.1 9,426 16,966

Medium human development 0.875 — 0.565 0.646 70.0 65.9 4.7 6.4 11.4 11.8 3,199 8,619

Low human development 0.834 — 0.446 0.535 60.5 58.2 3.1 5.1 8.3 9.8 2,011 3,789

Regions

Arab States 0.866 — 0.626 0.722 72.2 68.4 4.9 6.7 12.1 12.8 6,991 23,169

East Asia and the Pacific 0.943 — 0.682 0.724 75.8 72.3 6.8 7.9 12.8 12.6 8,154 12,488

Europe and Central Asia 0.938 — 0.705 0.752 75.4 67.3 8.8 9.8 13.4 13.8 7,287 17,867

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.963 — 0.716 0.744 78.0 71.8 7.7 8.0 13.6 13.0 8,962 18,732

South Asia 0.830 — 0.522 0.629 68.9 65.7 3.5 5.8 10.8 11.4 2,384 7,852

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.867 — 0.460 0.531 58.0 55.6 3.7 5.4 8.8 10.1 2,492 3,812

Least developed countries 0.859 — 0.447 0.520 62.8 60.3 2.9 4.5 9.0 10.1 1,576 2,629

Small island developing states .. — .. .. 72.4 67.7 .. .. 13.5 12.8 6,993 12,017

World 0.920 — 0.655 0.712 73.0 68.8 6.0 7.4 12.0 12.3 8,956 18,277

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 5  Gender-related development index (GDI)

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 5: 176–179.
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Multidimensional Poverty Index

Revised specifi-
cations

Specifications 
(2010)

Population in 
multidimensional 

poverty
Contribution of deprivation in
dimension to overall poverty

Population below 
income poverty line

(%)

Index Head-
count Index Head-

count
Head-
count

Intensity 
of depri-

vation

Popula-
tion near 

multi-
dimen-
sional  

poverty

Popula-
tion in 
severe 

poverty

Educa-
tion Health

Living 
stan-
dards

PPP 
$1.25 a 

day

National 
poverty 

line

Country Year/
Survey (Value) (%) (Value) (%) (thou-

sands) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 2002–
2012

2002–
2012

Djibouti 2006 0.127 26.9 0.139 29.3 212 47.3 16.0 11.1 36.1 22.7 41.2 18.84 ..

Egypt 2008 0.036 8.9 0.024 6.0 6740 40.3 8.6 1.5 41.8 45.6 12.6 1.69 25.2

Iraq 2011 0.052 13.3 0.045 11.6 4236 39.4 7.4 2.5 50.1 38.6 11.3 2.82 22.9

Jordan 2009 0.004 1.0 0.008 2.4 64 36.8 4.1 0.1 33.7 56.3 10.0 0.12 13.3

Mauritania 2007 0.362 66.0 0.352 61.7 2197 54.9 12.8 42.3 33.5 18.2 48.3 23.43 42

Palestine, (State of) 2006  
/2007 0.007 2.0 0.005 1.4 74 36.9 7.4 0.1 16.6 72.3 11.1 0.04 21.9

Somalia 2006 0.500 81.8 0.514 81.2 7104 61.1 8.3 63.6 33.7 18.8 47.5 .. ..

Syrian Arab Republic 2006 0.024 6.4 0.021 5.5 1197 38.0 7.7 0.9 44.4 43.1 12.5 1.71 ..

Tunisia 2011 
/2012 0.006 1.5 0.004 1.2 161 39.3 3.2 0.2 33.7 48.2 18.1 .. ..

Yemen 2006 0.191 37.5 0.283 52.5 7741 50.9 16.7 18.4 33.4 21.3 45.3 17.53 34.8

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 6  Multidimensional Poverty Index

Source:  UNDP HDR 2014, Table 6: 180–181.
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Population in multidimensional poverty Contribution of deprivation
to overall poverty

Multidimensional
Poverty Index Headcount Intensity of 

deprivation

Population 
near multi-

dimensional  
poverty

Population in 
severe poverty Education Health Living

standards

Country Year/Survey (Value) (%) (thousands) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Iraq 2011 0.052 13.3 4236 39.4 7.4 2.5 50.1 38.6 11.3

Iraq 2006 0.077 18.5 5182 41.8 15.0 4.3 45.7 33.9 20.4

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 6 A  Multidimensional Poverty Index - changes over time for select countries

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 6A: 182–183.
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(% of one-year-
olds)

(per 1,000 live 
births) (% under age 5) (thou-

sands) Female Male (%)

HDI 
rank Country 2008–

2012 2012 2012 2012–
2013

2012–
2013

2008–
2012

2008–
2012

2008–
2012 2013 2012–

2013
2012–
2013 2011

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar .. 6 3 7 8 100.0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

34 Saudi Arabia .. 2 2 13 16 97.0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

40 United Arab Emirates .. 6 6 7 8 100.0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

44 Bahrain .. 1 1 5 6 100.0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

46 Kuwait .. 1 1 8 10 100.0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya .. 1 2 12 15 93.0 21.0 22.4 .. .. .. ..

56 Oman .. 1 1 10 11 99.0 9.8 1.7 .. .. .. ..

65 Lebanon 14.8 16 20 8 9 95.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

77 Jordan 22.7 2 2 16 19 98.8 7.7 4.4 .. .. .. ..

90 Tunisia 6.0 1 4 13 15 96.0 10.1 14.3 .. 0.1 0.1 18.2

93 Algeria 7.0 1 5 22 25 89.4 15.0 12.9 1.1 0.1 0.1 24.7

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 27.0 2 2 19 22 98.8 10.9 .. .. .. .. ..

110 Egypt 53.2 6 7 19 22 73.6 28.9 20.5 0.5 0.1 0.1 85.7

118 Syrian Arab Republic 42.6 32 39 12 15 87.7 27.5 17.9 .. .. .. ..

120 Iraq 19.6 13 31 28 34 83.8 22.6 11.8 .. .. .. ..

129 Morocco 31.0 1 1 26 30 77.1 14.9 10.7 1 0.1 0.1 70.0

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 12.0 11 29 40 51 47.0 57.7 5.0 0.5 0.1 0.1 97.8

159 Comoros .. 9 15 58 78 75.0 30.1 9.3 .. 1.6 2.8 ..

161 Mauritania 45.9 5 25 67 90 75.4 22.5 1.2 .. 0.2 0.1 95.7

166 Sudan 41.0 1 15 51 77 55.9 35.0 .. 4.6 0.2 0.1 ..

170 Djibouti 1.0 15 17 57 70 92.3 30.8 8.1 1.1 0.1 0.1 80.1

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia 9.0 48 54 90 146 26.1 42.0 4.7 5.4 0.2 0.2 94.0

Human Development Groups

Very high human development .. 2 6 5 6 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

High human development .. 2 3 13 15 94.9 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development .. 10 20 37 46 78.7 40.3 5.3 .. .. .. 8.3

Low human development .. 18 27 64 94 70.5 39.8 4.2 .. .. .. 46.1

Regions

Arab States .. 8 15 30 40 78.1 27.7 .. .. .. .. ..

East Asia and the Pacific .. 4 6 15 19 93.4 18.4 7.0 .. .. .. ..

Europe and Central Asia .. 6 7 11 12 95.2 15.5 9.7 .. .. .. ..

Latin America and the Caribbean .. 4 5 15 18 96.1 14.6 .. .. 0.2 0.3 11.9

South Asia .. 11 22 45 57 71.8 46.7 2.5 .. .. .. ..

Sub-Saharan Africa .. 20 28 61 92 76.9 37.8 4.6 200.8 2.2 1.1 34.8

Least developed countries .. 10 20 55 80 69.1 41.1 3.8 .. 0.9 0.6 33.7

Small island developing states .. 11 25 .. .. 92.1 .. .. .. .. .. ..

World .. 9 16 34 46 84.8 .. 6.3 3200.0 0.4 0.3 ..

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 7  Health: Children and Youth

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 7: 184–187; World Bank WDI 2015.
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Adult mortality rate Age-standardized 
death rates
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HDI 
rank Country 2011–

2012
2011–
2012 2008 2008 2008 2012–

2013
2010–
2015 2010 2010 2003–

2012
2011–
2012

2011–
2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 49 65 .. 0.0 33.1 .. 21.2 67.4 66.2 77.4 2.2 8.5

34 Saudi Arabia 67 89 0.4 0.2 35.2 .. 19.2 66.6 63.9 9.4 3.2 18.7

40 United Arab Emirates 59 84 1.1 0.3 33.7 .. 19.8 66.2 64.7 19.3 2.8 20.4

44 Bahrain 61 74 0.5 0.5 32.6 .. 19.5 65.2 64.3 9.1 3.9 16.5

46 Kuwait 60 96 0.1 .. 42.8 .. 17.6 67.0 65.3 17.9 2.5 15.8

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 80 117 0.0 6.9 30.8 .. 19.7 63.6 62.2 19.0 3.9 22.7

56 Oman 73 116 0.4 0.2 22.0 .. 20.5 66.4 63.6 22.2 2.6 12.0

65 Lebanon 46 70 2.0 4.6 28.2 .. 22.7 67.5 65.9 32.0 7.6 44.8

77 Jordan 96 131 0.7 1.7 34.3 .. 19.0 63.2 64.8 25.6 9.8 28.5

90 Tunisia 69 118 1.6 4.6 23.8 0.1 20.2 67.5 64.6 12.2 7.0 35.5

93 Algeria 121 164 0.5 0.2 17.5 0.1 17.9 64.6 63.8 12.1 5.2 15.0

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 100 137 .. .. .. .. 18.7 64.0 60.5 .. .. ..

110 Egypt 117 193 0.4 13.5 34.6 0.1 17.5 60.8 57.5 28.3 5.0 59.6

118 Syrian Arab Republic 74 145 0.6 2.9 31.6 .. 19.9 67.5 64.6 15.0 3.4 53.9

120 Iraq 112 230 0.3 6.9 29.4 .. 17.5 60.9 60.8 6.1 3.6 46.4

129 Morocco 121 170 0.8 8.0 17.3 0.2 17.9 61.9 60.3 6.2 6.4 58.8

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 211 255 0.5 13.1 16.7 0.1 16.2 55.3 55.3 2.0 5.5 71.7

159 Comoros 234 281 0.6 0.3 4.4 2.1 15.9 54.6 53.4 .. 4.5 44.1

161 Mauritania 187 234 0.8 0.3 14.0 0.4 16.4 55.0 53.5 1.3 6.4 34.1

166 Sudan 213 277 1.3 3.5 6.6 0.2 17.4 58.1 55.9 2.8 7.2 73.7

170 Djibouti 235 281 0.1 14.9 10.4 0.9 17.5 54.1 52.9 2.3 8.8 40.0

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia 291 350 2.1 6.4 5.3 0.5 16.1 48.2 46.8 0.4 .. ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 59 109 1.9 1.0 22.0 .. 23.0 70.9 66.9 27.8 12.2 13.7

High human development 89 152 1.6 0.9 12.5 .. 19.9 68.6 63.6 17.2 6.0 33.8

Medium human development 157 230 1.3 2.3 5.9 .. 18.5 59.5 56.3 7.4 4.6 44.7

Low human development 270 313 0.9 2.9 5.4 .. 16.2 53.0 50.7 2.8 5.2 52.7

Regions

Arab States 125 176 0.7 6.6 25.5 .. 19.0 61.8 60.0 13.8 3.9 32.9

East Asia and the Pacific 88 131 1.0 0.4 5.6 .. 18.5 68.2 63.5 16.3 7.1 24.2

Europe and Central Asia .. .. 2.3 1.4 23.1 .. 18.7 64.8 58.9 33.4 9.5 16.2

Latin America and the Caribbean 99 184 3.4 0.8 23.6 0.5 21.2 66.8 62.0 19.5 7.7 32.7

South Asia 155 225 1.1 3.2 3.2 0.3 18.6 58.3 55.5 6.7 4.0 58.2

Sub-Saharan Africa 306 345 0.9 0.6 7.6 4.5 16.6 51.6 49.4 2.0 6.4 32.1

Least developed countries 230 269 1.0 2.7 3.6 1.9 16.8 53.7 51.3 1.9 5.2 47.9

Small island developing states 155 206 3.0 0.3 18.6 .. 19.3 57.1 52.5 25.5 5.6 33.6

World 138 194 1.4 1.7 11.6 0.8 20.7 63.7 59.8 15.2 10.2 17.9

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 8  Adult health and health expenditures

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 8: 188–191; World Bank WDI 2015.
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HDI 
rank Country 2005–

2013
2005–
2013

2005–
2012

2003–
2014

2003–
2014

2003–
2012

2003–
2013

2003–
2012

2004–
2013 2012 2012 2012 2003–

2012
2005–

2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 96.7 99.1 60.5 58 103 112 14 6.4 58 376 388 384 10 2.5

34 Saudi Arabia 94.4 99.2 66.5 13 106 116 58 1.3 91 .. .. .. 11 5.1

40 United Arab Emirates 90.0 95.0 62.7 79 108 .. 108 15.6 100 434 442 448 18 ..

44 Bahrain 94.6 99.2 78.0 50 .. 96 47 2.2 82 .. .. .. 12 2.6

46 Kuwait 95.5 98.8 56.0 81 106 100 28 5.9 .. .. .. .. 9 3.8

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 89.9 99.9 49.6 10 114 104 61 6.4 .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Oman 86.9 99.2 53.9 52 109 94 28 1.3 .. .. .. .. 20 4.3

65 Lebanon 89.6 99.2 54.2 102 107 74 48 15.6 91 .. .. .. 14 2.2

77 Jordan 97.9 99.1 74.1 34 98 88 47 2.2 .. 386 399 409 20 ..

90 Tunisia 79.7 99.2 39.3 40 110 91 35 5.9 100 388 404 398 17 6.2

93 Algeria 72.6 91.8 24.1 79 117 98 31 7.2 99 .. .. .. 23 4.3

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 95.9 99.3 56.7 48 94 83 46 0.7 100 .. .. .. 24 ..

110 Egypt 73.9 89.3 51.2 27 113 86 30 1.1 .. .. .. .. 28 3.8

118 Syrian Arab Republic 85.1 95.6 34.1 6 122 74 26 6.8 .. .. .. .. .. 5.1

120 Iraq 79.0 82.2 32.4 7 107 53 16 .. 100 .. .. .. 17 ..

129 Morocco 67.1 99.2 28.0 62 117 69 16 8.4 .. .. .. .. 26 5.4

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 66.4 87.4 16.0 1 97 47 10 .. .. .. .. .. 30 5.2

159 Comoros 75.9 86.4 .. 22 117 73 10 .. 75 .. .. .. 28 7.6

161 Mauritania 45.5 99.2 14.2 2 97 27 5 18.8 100 .. .. .. 40 3.7

166 Sudan 73.4 87.9 15.5 38 70 41 17 9.1 68 .. .. .. 38 ..

170 Djibouti .. .. .. 4 68 44 5 .. 96 .. .. .. 35 8.4

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. 29 7 .. .. .. .. .. .. 36 ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development .. .. 86.9 85 103 101 76 3.6 .. — — — .. 5.3

High human development 94.2 98.9 64.9 67 118 87 35 8.1 .. — — — .. 4.6

Medium human development 71.7 85.9 47.5 51 111 70 23 18.3 .. — — — .. 3.7

Low human development 58.2 70.2 22.1 24 98 39 8 42.7 .. — — — .. 3.7

Regions

Arab States 76.9 89.7 41.1 25 101 72 25 5.8 .. — — — .. 4.3

East Asia and the Pacific 94.7 98.9 .. 68 117 85 31 .. .. — — — .. 5.2

Europe and Central Asia 99.0 99.0 75.6 78 102 99 63 4.1 .. — — — .. 5.2

Latin America and the Caribbean 91.6 97.8 54.7 74 109 88 43 14.6 .. — — — .. 4.5

South Asia 62.8 61.4 38.4 55 111 63 21 21.2 .. — — — .. 2.1

Sub-Saharan Africa 59.1 68.8 28.1 20 100 41 8 37.7 74.8 — — — .. 4.3

Least developed countries 58.7 58.7 .. 16 106 41 9 39.9 .. — — — .. 4.2

Small island developing states .. .. .. 67 96 79 .. 15.8 .. — — — .. ..

World 84.0 89.4 63.6 54 108 73 32 17.1 .. — — — .. 4.9

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 9  Education

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 9: 192–195; World Bank WDI 2015; UNESCO UIS database 2015.
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Price 
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HDI 
rank Country 2012–

2013
2012–
2013

2005–
2013

2005–
2013

2005–
2013

2005–
2012

2005–
2012 2012 2012–

2013
2005–
2013

2012–
2013 2012–2013 2013 2013

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 276.6 127,562 .. 12.9 10.1 40.2 .. 0.1 73.9 .. .. 107 0.8 52.1

34 Saudi Arabia 1,501.1 52,068 23.2 22.1 9.2 .. 0.1 1.9 -7.9 .. .. 113 1.2 34.7

40 United Arab Emirates 525.1 57,045 22.0 6.8 4.2 .. 0.5 0.7 76.5 .. .. 103 .. ..

44 Bahrain 56.5 42,428 19.2 14.4 10.7 0.7 .. 0.3 78.6 .. .. 106 1.2 17.2

46 Kuwait 273.7 84,188 17.6 16.7 15.0 0.6 0.1 0.3 47.9 .. .. 111 0.9 25.3

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 126.3 20,371 27.9 9.3 .. .. .. 2.3 -51.1 .. .. 126 .. ..

56 Oman 154.9 42,649 22.3 19.2 10.0 2.6 0.1 1.1 35.7 .. .. 108 1.1 39.4

65 Lebanon 74.3 16,623 27.9 14.7 23.2 19.0 .. 5.0 187.6 68.9 7.80 112 .. ..

77 Jordan 73.7 11,407 27.2 19.7 -11.4 13.6 0.4 3.0 111.9 71.9 3.01 115 1.3 20.5

90 Tunisia 117.2 10,768 20.2 19.0 2.8 26.7 1.1 8.9 83.4 55.5 5.92 116 1.8 19.3

93 Algeria 505.5 12,893 33.8 18.9 80.4 60.2 0.1 8.8 3.0 2.5 0.26 118 .. ..

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 18.7 4,484 22.2 27.7 -9.0 2.1 .. 5.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

110 Egypt 880.8 10,733 13.8 11.7 3.4 26.2 0.4 14.8 86.2 16.7 1.30 129 2.0 102.7

118 Syrian Arab Republic .. .. 20.4 12.3 23.6 30.2 .. 21.0 .. .. 1.09 143 1.5 44.0

120 Iraq 483.6 14,471 16.7 21.3 .. .. 0.0 4.1 -1.4 .. .. 114 1.6 47.2

129 Morocco 233.9 6,967 30.2 19.0 3.7 26.2 0.7 13.7 115.5 38.7 5.02 104 1.6 19.8

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 93.5 3,832 16.4 13.8 .. .. .. 14.6 33.9 22.1 0.78 146 1.6 49.6

159 Comoros 1.0 1,400 17.8 16.2 2.2 .. .. 50.9 26.9 22.3 0.08 106 .. ..

161 Mauritania 11.5 2,945 38.0 17.0 2.8 .. .. 23.6 39.1 91.7 4.24 115 2.2 20.7

166 Sudan 123.9 3,265 20.0 7.5 20.9 .. .. 41.8 24.0 47.9 0.46 218 .. ..

170 Djibouti 2.5 2,903 37.5 25.1 8.0 .. .. 3.7 33.9 62.5 .. 112 .. ..

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 60.2 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 45,473.5 40,397 18.2 19.2 0.7 37.2 2.5 1.5 203.4 .. .. — — —

High human development 31,426.4 12,920 33.0 14.9 21.9 23.5 .. 7.8 109.5 20.7 2.74 — — —

Medium human development 12,959.8 5,875 27.4 12.0 6.3 .. .. 14.4 72.5 23.8 2.17 — — —

Low human development 3,010.1 2,830 17.1 12.6 6.3 .. .. 28.1 32.8 23.4 1.17 — — —

Regions

Arab States 5,714.7 15,455 23.6 16.4 9.0 27.6 .. 8.1 30.0 .. .. — — —

East Asia and the Pacific 30,043.8 13,361 28.8 17.1 3.9 36.3 2.6 10.7 204.9 .. .. — — —

Europe and Central Asia 24,626.4 27,395 19.5 20.5 0.6 15.9 2.0 9.0 131.7 .. 9.19 — — —

Latin America and the Caribbean 8,983.7 14,600 20.0 15.7 2.7 24.8 0.8 5.6 74.1 .. 3.56 — — —

South Asia 8,137.2 4,870 26.6 11.3 4.3 18.0 0.8 18.1 72.2 23.2 2.24 — — —

Sub-Saharan Africa 3,069.8 3,277 20.3 16.5 3.3 22.2 0.6 18.4 61.2 .. 1.90 — — —

Least developed countries 1,822.6 2,029 25.2 10.5 9.6 21.2 .. 24.6 30.1 .. 1.50 — — —

Small island developing states 286.4 6,736 .. .. .. .. .. 8.7 .. .. .. — — —

World 99,446.8 13,958 21.9 17.6 1.2 21.7 2.1 4.4 166.6 .. .. — — —

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 10  Command over and allocation of resources

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 10: 196–199; World Bank WDI 2015.
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Employment and vulnerabilities
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HDI 
rank Country 2012 2003–

2012
2008–

2013
2004–

2014
2005–

2012
2003–
2010 2013 2005–

2012
2004–

2013
2004–

2013
2004–

2013
2003–
2009

2003–
2009

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 89.8 0.4 1.3 0.4 .. .. .. .. 7.9 .. .. .. ..

34 Saudi Arabia 60.4 .. 30.4 5.9 .. .. 70 .. .. .. .. .. ..

40 United Arab Emirates 84.4 1.0 12.1 4.2 .. .. 45 100.0 .. .. .. .. ..

44 Bahrain 72.5 2.0 5.3 3.9 4.6 .. .. .. 40.1 .. .. 3.5 4.0

46 Kuwait 76.3 2.2 14.6 3.6 .. .. 70 .. 27.3 .. .. 1.7 1.9

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 55.4 .. 48.7 19.0 .. .. .. .. 43.3 .. .. .. ..

56 Oman 67.6 .. .. .. .. .. 42 .. 24.7 .. .. .. ..

65 Lebanon 50.0 33.9 16.8 9.0 1.9 .. 49 99.5 0.0 .. .. .. ..

77 Jordan 44.3 9.7 28.8 12.6 1.9 2.8 70 99.1 42.2 11.8 82.3 0.0 0.2

90 Tunisia 47.1 28.8 34.9 15.8 2.1 .. 30 99.2 68.8 .. .. .. ..

93 Algeria 45.4 29.5 24.8 9.8 4.7 .. 98 99.3 63.6 .. .. .. ..

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 40.3 26.7 41.0 26.9 5.7 .. 70 99.3 8.0 .. .. .. ..

110 Egypt 51.2 23.1 34.2 13.2 9.3 14.4 90 99.0 32.7 8.0 61.7 0.0 0.1

118 Syrian Arab Republic 47.0 32.9 35.8 14.9 4.0 12.9 120 96.0 16.7 .. .. .. ..

120 Iraq 44.0 .. .. 11.9 4.7 16.6 .. 99.2 56.0 .. .. .. ..

129 Morocco 51.5 50.7 19.3 9.7 8.3 13.0 98 94.0 39.8 .. .. .. ..

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 50.0 .. 33.7 17.8 22.7 33.5 70 17.0 8.5 .. .. .. ..

159 Comoros 62.4 .. .. .. 27.1 61.2 .. 88.0 .. .. .. .. ..

161 Mauritania 44.5 .. .. 10.1 14.6 .. 98 58.8 9.3 .. .. .. ..

166 Sudan 55.1 .. 22.9 19.8 .. .. 56 59.3 4.6 .. .. .. ..

170 Djibouti .. .. .. .. 7.7 .. .. 92.0 12.0 .. .. .. ..

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia 59.2 .. .. .. 49.0 74.5 .. 3.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 58.7 .. 18.3 7.9 .. .. — 99.9 .. 87.5 97.5 6.6 20.5

High human development 68.1 .. 16.2 5.4 .. .. — .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 63.7 .. .. 8.3 11.8 60.5 — 57.2 .. .. .. .. ..

Low human development 72.2 .. .. .. 25.2 74.9 — 40.3 .. .. .. .. ..

Regions

Arab States 52.7 .. 24.6 10.4 .. .. — 80.8 .. .. .. .. ..

East Asia and the Pacific 72.8 .. .. .. .. .. — 79.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Europe and Central Asia 56.5 .. 19.2 8.3 4.7 19.7 — 96.5 .. .. .. 5.5 23.9

Latin America and the Caribbean 67.3 .. 14.0 6.6 11.1 .. — 92.5 .. .. .. 2.0 8.1

South Asia 60.9 .. .. 8.6 12.3 74.2 — 41.3 .. .. .. .. ..

Sub-Saharan Africa 75.0 .. .. .. 26.2 71.1 — 43.5 .. .. .. .. ..

Least developed countries 77.8 .. .. .. 23.5 77.8 — 38.1 .. .. .. .. ..

Small island developing states 65.7 .. .. .. .. .. — .. .. .. .. .. ..

World 65.4 .. .. 7.5 .. .. — 62.3 .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 11  Social competencies

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 11: 200–203; ILO ILOSTAT database 2015.
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Vulnerable groups Attitudes

Registered 
refugees by 
country of 

origin 

Internally 
displaced 
persons

Homeless 
persons

Prison 
population

Long term 
unemployed

Depth of 
food deficit

Homicide 
rate Justification of wife beating

(thousands) (thousands) (% of popu-
lation)

(per 100,000 
people)

(% of the 
labour force)

(kilocalories 
per 

person per 
day)

(per 
100,000)

(% of 
females aged 

15–49)
 (% males 

aged 15–49)

HDI rank Country 2012–2013 2012–2013 2009 2002–2013 2005–2012 2011–2013 2008–2012 2005–2012 2005–2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 0.0 .. 0.0 60 0.1 .. 1.1 .. ..

34 Saudi Arabia 0.6 .. 0.0 162 .. 12 0.8 .. ..

40 United Arab Emirates 0.1 .. 0.0 238 .. 25 2.6 .. ..

44 Bahrain 0.3 .. 0.0 275 .. .. 0.5 .. ..

46 Kuwait 1.0 .. .. 137 .. 11 0.4 .. ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 3.4 64 0.0 81 .. 8 1.7 .. ..

56 Oman 0.0 .. 0.0 61 .. .. 1.1 .. ..

65 Lebanon 4.2 .. 0.1 118 .. 20 2.2 9.7 ..

77 Jordan 1.6 .. 0.0 95 .. 20 2.0 90.0 ..

90 Tunisia 1.4 .. 0.0 199 .. 6 2.2 30.3 ..

93 Algeria 3.7 .. 0.8 162 7.1 15 0.7 67.9 ..

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 5,030.0 144.5 .. .. .. 211 7.4 .. ..

110 Egypt 13.1 .. 0.1 80 7.7 8 3.4 39.3 ..

118 Syrian Arab Republic 3,029.5 6,521 0.0 58 .. 38 2.2 .. ..

120 Iraq 426.1 1,904 0.0 110 .. 217 8.0 51.2 ..

129 Morocco 1.3 .. 0.0 220 5.8 31 2.2 63.9 ..

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 2.5 335 1.2 55 4.0 188 4.8 .. ..

159 Comoros 0.5 .. 0.1 16 .. 655 10.0 .. ..

161 Mauritania 34.3 .. 2.2 45 .. 46 5.0 37.9 ..

166 Sudan 670.3 2,089 1.3 56 .. .. 11.2 47.0 ..

170 Djibouti 0.8 .. 3.1 83 .. 143 10.1 .. ..

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia 1,080.8 1,133 6.8 .. .. .. 8.0 75.7 ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 86.9 — .. 283 3.1 .. 2.3 .. ..

High human development 1,136.6 — 3.2 186 .. 62 6.4 .. ..

Medium human development 7,369.0 — 1.1 63 .. 104 4.7 46.8 ..

Low human development 5,085.4 — 1.6 71 .. 157 14.1 53.8 ..

Regions

Arab States 10,305.6 — 0.5 116 .. 56 4.9 .. ..

East Asia and the Pacific 1,031.9 — 3.6 123 .. 76 1.5 .. ..

Europe and Central Asia 339.8 — .. 220 .. .. 3.1 26.8 ..

Latin America and the Caribbean 497.0 — 0.7 230 .. 57 24.5 .. ..

South Asia 2,788.9 — 1.7 46 .. 119 3.9 51.9 ..

Sub-Saharan Africa 3,702.7 — 0.7 91 .. 149 14.5 54.7 ..

Least developed countries 6,458.6 — 1.3 77 .. 187 10.3 52.0 ..

Small island developing states 54.1 — 1.8 231 .. 152 14.2 .. ..

World 13,041.4 — 2.1 145 .. .. 8.4 .. ..

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 12  Personal Insecurity

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 12: 204–207; World Bank WDI 2015; UNHCR statistical database; UNRWA in figures 2015.
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HDI 
rank Country 2012 2012 2012–

2013 2012 2011–
2012 2011 2012 2010–

2015 2013 2011 2012 2006–
2011

2006–
2011

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 7,409 96.5 -0.4 14.6 .. 0.33 1.8 48.8 73.8 2,527 88.1 427.4 ..

34 Saudi Arabia 7,423 86.4 1.2 -0.6 .. 0.04 1.1 2.1 31.4 17,498 54.0 106.6 632.4

40 United Arab Emirates 7,526 169.6 2.6 .. .. .. 0.8 11.4 83.7 .. 85.0 313.3 654.5

44 Bahrain 7,323 123.7 3.0 -18.8 0.1 .. 5.2 3.4 54.7 6,732 88.0 285.7 1,585.8

46 Kuwait 7,114 95.7 1.0 9.6 .. .. 1.5 18.3 60.2 269 79.2 .. ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 6,566 94.8 0.9 5.0 .. .. 3.5 -7.7 12.2 34 19.9 .. ..

56 Oman 7,626 94.5 2.0 0.8 .. 0.06 .. 59.2 30.6 1,048 60.0 247.9 215.8

65 Lebanon 6,677 72.9 6.8 -2.8 1.6 18.26 .. 21.3 17.6 1,655 61.2 314.6 86.3

77 Jordan 6,784 119.1 5.3 -5.7 4.6 11.97 2.2 11.3 40.2 3,975 41.0 108.0 143.4

90 Tunisia 6,323 106.6 2.3 -3.4 2.4 4.32 1.2 -0.6 0.3 4,785 41.4 57.2 15.9

93 Algeria 6,359 52.4 0.8 -1.0 0.1 0.10 0.7 -0.3 0.7 2,395 15.2 57.9 25.5

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of .. .. 1.6 .. 16.5 .. 1.0 -2.0 5.9 449 .. .. ..

110 Egypt 6,859 44.8 2.0 -0.2 0.7 6.07 1.0 -0.5 0.4 9,497 44.1 69.8 6.9

118 Syrian Arab Republic 6,710 71.1 .. -2.2 .. 2.74 .. -13.7 6.4 8,546 24.3 81.1 22.2

120 Iraq 6,848 .. 1.2 1.3 0.6 0.21 1.2 2.7 0.3 1,518 7.1 .. ..

129 Morocco 6,601 86.6 3.2 -2.6 1.6 7.31 0.0 -2.7 0.2 9,342 55.0 123.3 23.9

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 7,912 65.1 -0.4 1.9 2.3 4.43 5.4 -1.1 1.3 1,025 17.4 80.9 4.8

159 Comoros 9,758 67.1 2.3 .. 12.1 .. 4.5 -2.8 1.7 11 6.0 .. ..

161 Mauritania 7,690 152.3 27.1 .. 10.8 .. 3.0 -1.0 2.3 .. 5.4 38.4 15.2

166 Sudan 7,763 34.8 3.3 -4.2 1.6 2.22 4.7 -4.3 1.2 536 21.0 34.7 12.6

170 Djibouti .. .. 19.6 .. .. .. .. -3.7 14.2 53 8.3 43.6 222.0

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. -2.9 0.2 .. 1.4 ..

Human Development Index groups

Very high human development 7,825 63.1 1.9 0.4 -0.3 0.26 .. 2.5 12.5 581,506 77.1 .. 174.8

High human development 8,536 60.0 2.8 -3.0 0.1 0.82 .. -0.1 1.8 282,225 42.5 21.2 13.1

Medium human development 8,741 63.3 2.2 -1.9 0.5 3.67 2.7 -0.9 0.7 84,432 17.6 .. ..

Low human development 8,360 66.1 2.5 .. 5.1 5.03 2.4 -0.8 1.6 19,970 12.3 .. 10.3

Regions

Arab States 7,037 91.9 1.7 1.0 0.5 .. 1.3 0.4 8.3 71,884 34.2 92.0 106.3

East Asia and the Pacific 8,809 66.2 3.1 .. 0.0 0.93 0.9 -0.3 0.4 125,944 36.7 .. ..

Europe and Central Asia 6,364 77.0 1.8 -4.5 0.0 2.06 .. -0.6 6.7 74,011 41.1 79.3 34.1

Latin America and the Caribbean 10,621 45.8 3.5 -3.8 0.2 1.11 1.5 -1.0 1.3 70,256 43.4 39.9 25.4

South Asia 7,845 53.5 1.4 -1.1 0.6 3.57 2.7 -0.9 0.9 13,462 12.3 34.1 ..

Sub-Saharan Africa 9,496 76.9 2.5 .. 3.1 2.73 2.2 -0.1 1.8 30,695 15.2 .. 9.7

Least developed countries 8,646 74.3 2.7 .. 5.9 4.67 2.4 -1.1 1.2 18,701 6.8 .. ..

Small island developing states 9,133 69.2 2.5 -9.6 3.3 5.79 .. -2.8 1.9 16,456 25.1 .. ..

World 8,078 62.4 2.3 -0.7 0.2 0.71 2.9 0.0 3.2 968,591 35.5 .. 42.4

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 13  International integration

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 13: 208–211; World Bank WDI 2015.
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HDI 
rank Country 2012 2012 2010 2010 1970–

2010
2010–
2012

2011–
2012

1990–
2012

2007–
2011 2008 2004 2004 2010 2005–

2012
2005–

2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 100.0 0.0 98.7 40.3 7.8 .. 0.0 .. 381.0 1 0 6 0.1 .. ..

34 Saudi Arabia 100.0 0.0 99.0 17.0 5.5 36.0 0.5 0.0 936.2 2 0 .. 4.3 1 63

40 United Arab Emirates 101.0 0.1 100.0 19.9 5.9 .. 3.8 30.4 1,867.0 1 0 10 1.9 .. ..

44 Bahrain 99.9 0.0 99.4 19.3 5.8 18.1 0.7 154.2 205.8 0 0 .. .. .. ..

46 Kuwait 100.0 0.0 100.0 31.3 7.1 29.3 0.4 86.6 2,075.0 1 0 .. 0.6 .. ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 98.7 1.3 99.8 9.8 4.0 29.0 0.1 0.0 615.4 3 2 .. 8.5 .. ..

56 Oman 100.0 0.0 98.0 20.4 6.0 31.1 0.0 0.0 86.6 1 0 .. 5.8 3 2,528

65 Lebanon 95.5 3.3 99.9 4.7 2.2 0.0 13.4 4.6 18.6 1 0 40 1.2 0 4

77 Jordan 96.0 2.0 99.4 3.4 1.4 1.7 1.1 -0.6 99.4 3 0 59 22.0 0 ..

90 Tunisia 85.3 14.8 99.5 2.5 0.5 5.2 6.7 61.6 61.7 1 3 64 36.7 0 312

93 Algeria 99.9 0.1 99.3 3.3 1.3 18.4 0.6 -11.6 48.9 1 5 101 28.8 1 433

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of .. .. .. 0.6 .. .. 1.5 1.0 49.9 .. .. .. .. 0 979

110 Egypt 96.5 3.7 99.6 2.6 0.7 9.1 0.1 61.8 96.6 2 2 86 25.3 0 18

118 Syrian Arab Republic 98.7 1.4 92.7 2.9 0.9 13.3 2.7 35.3 86.4 2 12 54 33.3 0 30,906

120 Iraq 97.5 1.0 98.0 3.7 1.6 50.6 1.9 3.3 73.4 12 12 383 4.5 0 337

129 Morocco 93.6 4.1 98.9 1.6 -0.6 2.6 11.5 2.0 43.5 6 8 114 39.1 0 619

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 98.5 1.5 39.6 1.0 -1.8 15.6 1.0 0.0 168.6 5 174 377 32.4 2 239

159 Comoros .. .. .. 0.2 -5.5 1.1 1.2 -81.7 0.8 2 108 177 .. 5 106,714

161 Mauritania .. .. .. 0.6 -2.9 39.2 0.2 -44.1 11.8 16 220 390 23.8 2 77,339

166 Sudan 29.5 70.5 35.9 0.3 -4.5 9.8 23.2 -27.9 42.8 11 181 255 39.9 8 31,574

170 Djibouti .. .. .. 0.6 -2.8 0.3 0.2 0.0 6.3 31 41 454 7.5 1 223,142

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. 0.1 -8.3 .. 10.5 -20.4 22.4 19 710 885 26.3 16 145,928

Human Development Index groups

Very high human development 82.0 17.9 .. 11.2 .. 2.4 27.6 1.7 8.5 0 0 .. 3.3 3 2,989

High human development 87.2 12.8 .. 5.8 .. 7.8 36.6 -1.0 4.6 2 10 61 8.8 8 42,653

Medium human development 74.9 25.3 .. 1.8 .. 7.7 27.6 -8.7 13.9 4 106 261 10.3 3 14,518

Low human development .. .. .. 0.4 .. 12.1 26.3 -13.9 6.5 10 396 542 20.2 48 24,030

Regions

Arab States 96.8 3.2 87.8 4.6 .. 24.7 1.6 -77.0 71.1 6 73 214 24.3 2 10,933

East Asia and the Pacific .. .. .. 4.9 .. .. 27.1 0.9 .. 2 28 90 .. 15 54,689

Europe and Central Asia 89.4 10.5 .. 5.4 .. 7.2 37.7 1.7 34.8 2 63 169 10.7 1 5,389

Latin America and the Caribbean 74.2 25.8 .. 2.9 .. 6.9 46.9 -9.5 1.5 1 22 80 5.3 44 12,252

South Asia 76.3 23.7 72.0 1.7 .. 6.1 17.2 3.1 26.8 7 153 328 10.0 7 14,621

Sub-Saharan Africa .. .. .. 0.9 .. 14.8 27.7 -11.4 1.6 8 428 576 22.3 4 22,382

Least developed countries .. .. .. 0.3 .. 8.7 29.5 -9.9 3.1 7 431 590 23.5 51 28,158

Small island developing states .. .. .. 2.7 .. 4.9 63.0 -3.6 .. 2 123 218 .. 479 33,638

World 81.4 18.6 .. 4.6 .. 5.3 31.0 -3.4 7.6 5 140 258 10.2 12 24,203

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 14  Environment

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 14: 212–215; World Bank WDI 2015.
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Population Dependency ratio Total fertility rate
Sex 

ratio at 
birth

Total Under 
age 5

Ages 
65 and 
older

Average annual 
growth rate  Urban Median 

age

Young 
age 

(ages 
0–14)

Old age 
(ages 

65 and 
older) (births per 

woman)
(male to 
female 
births)

(millions) (%)
(% of 

popula-
tion)

(years) per 100 people 
ages 15–64

HDI 
rank Country 2013 2030 2013 2013 2000–

2005
2010–
2015 2013 2015 2015 2015 2000–

2005
2010–
2015

2010–
2015

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 2.2 2.8 0.1 0.0 6.5 5.9 99.1 31.7 15.9 1.1 3.0 2.1 1.05

34 Saudi Arabia 28.8 35.6 2.9 0.8 4.1 1.8 82.7 28.4 41.2 4.4 3.5 2.7 1.03

40 United Arab Emirates 9.3 12.3 0.7 0.0 6.3 2.5 84.9 31.4 19.4 0.6 2.4 1.8 1.05

44 Bahrain 1.3 1.6 0.1 0.0 5.5 1.7 88.8 30.2 28.3 3.0 2.7 2.1 1.04

46 Kuwait 3.4 4.8 0.3 0.1 3.7 3.6 98.3 29.7 33.6 3.3 2.6 2.6 1.04

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 6.2 7.5 0.6 0.3 1.6 0.9 78.1 27.2 44.7 7.6 2.9 2.4 1.06

56 Oman 3.6 4.9 0.4 0.1 2.8 7.9 73.9 27.1 29.2 4.0 3.2 2.9 1.05

65 Lebanon 4.8 5.2 0.3 0.4 4.2 3.0 87.5 30.7 27.1 12.3 2.0 1.5 1.05

77 Jordan 7.3 9.4 1.0 0.3 1.9 3.5 83.2 24.0 53.0 5.8 3.9 3.3 1.05

90 Tunisia 11.0 12.6 0.9 0.8 1.0 1.1 66.7 31.2 33.4 10.8 2.0 2.0 1.05

93 Algeria 39.2 48.6 4.6 1.8 1.4 1.8 74.7 27.5 42.4 7.0 2.4 2.8 1.05

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 4.3 6.4 0.6 0.1 2.1 2.5 74.8 19.7 67.3 5.3 5.0 4.1 1.05

110 Egypt 82.1 102.6 9.3 4.7 1.6 1.6 43.8 25.8 48.8 9.4 3.2 2.8 1.05

118 Syrian Arab Republic 21.9 29.9 2.6 0.9 2.1 0.7 56.9 22.7 56.4 7.1 3.7 3.0 1.05

120 Iraq 33.8 51.0 4.9 1.1 2.8 2.9 66.4 20.0 68.1 5.5 4.8 4.1 1.07

129 Morocco 33.0 39.2 3.4 1.6 1.0 1.4 57.8 27.5 41.7 7.6 2.5 2.8 1.06

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 24.4 34.0 3.4 0.7 2.8 2.3 33.5 19.7 67.5 5.1 5.9 4.2 1.05

159 Comoros 0.7 1.1 0.1 0.0 2.6 2.4 28.2 19.1 75.1 5.1 5.3 4.7 1.05

161 Mauritania 3.9 5.6 0.6 0.1 3.0 2.5 42.0 20.0 69.4 5.6 5.2 4.7 1.05

166 Sudan 38.0 55.1 5.7 1.2 2.6 2.1 33.5 19.4 72.1 5.9 5.3 4.5 1.04

170 Djibouti 0.9 1.1 0.1 0.0 1.4 1.5 77.2 23.4 53.9 6.6 4.2 3.4 1.04

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia 10.5 16.9 2.0 0.3 2.7 2.9 38.7 16.5 92.6 5.6 7.4 6.6 1.03

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 1,189.7 1,276.5 69.4 193.9 0.7 0.6 81.6 40.2 26.1 25.7 1.7 1.8 1.05

High human development 2,485.5 2,662.3 176.8 215.9 0.7 0.7 61.4 34.2 28.7 12.9 1.8 1.8 1.06

Medium human development 2,262.1 2,716.0 228.7 115.9 1.6 1.3 38.3 26.5 44.6 8.1 3.0 2.6 1.05

Low human development 1,145.6 1,675.6 176.9 38.0 2.5 2.4 34.5 19.5 72.6 6.0 5.3 4.6 1.04

Regions

Arab States 366.0 481.3 43.9 15.4 2.2 2.0 57.8 24.6 50.8 6.8 3.6 3.2 1.05

East Asia and the Pacific 2,035.9 2,211.9 149.2 160.7 0.8 0.8 50.8 33.7 29.5 11.8 1.8 1.9 1.05

Europe and Central Asia 233.4 251.0 18.9 21.2 0.4 0.7 60.5 32.2 33.4 13.4 2.0 2.0 1.07

Latin America and the Caribbean 611.3 711.1 53.6 44.0 1.3 1.1 79.5 29.0 39.4 11.4 2.5 2.2 1.05

South Asia 1,749.0 2,085.5 175.1 89.6 1.6 1.3 33.4 26.4 44.2 8.1 3.1 2.6 1.06

Sub-Saharan Africa 888.2 1,348.9 146.6 27.6 2.6 2.7 37.4 18.5 78.9 5.8 5.7 5.1 1.03

Least developed countries 898.4 1,287.0 132.1 31.7 2.4 2.3 29.4 19.9 69.1 6.2 4.9 4.2 1.04

Small island developing states 54.3 63.4 5.4 3.7 1.3 1.1 53.0 27.9 45.4 11.0 3.1 2.7 1.06

World 7,162.1 8,424.9 659.0 570.5 1.2 1.1 53.0 29.6 39.5 12.5 2.6 2.5 1.07

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 15  Population trends

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 15: 216–219.
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HDI 
rank Country 2012 2008–

2012
2007–
2013

2007–
2012

2007–
2012

2007–
2012

2007–
2012

2007–
2012

2009–
2011

2007–
2012

2007–
2013

2007–
2013

2007–
2012

VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

31 Qatar 72 90 84 88 92 90 6.7 66 23 92 91 91 89

34 Saudi Arabia 65 56 77 90 77 59 6.5 73 36 93 80 56 ..

40 United Arab Emirates 83 82 87 87 90 88 7.2 47 18 93 85 89 ..

44 Bahrain 82 70 66 77 60 63 5.0 44 11 90 57 57 ..

46 Kuwait 65 62 88 93 .. 93 6.2 69 11 93 89 78 ..

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

55 Libya 33 41 57 74 91 68 5.8 49 .. 72 56 37 ..

56 Oman .. 78 87 86 .. 91 6.9 69 .. 90 .. .. ..

65 Lebanon 63 46 45 63 62 61 4.6 13 7 81 19 27 37

77 Jordan 61 72 46 69 81 65 5.1 13 9 74 51 47 77

90 Tunisia 44 32 54 63 59 53 4.5 22 15 71 30 38 44

93 Algeria 64 52 66 72 53 56 5.6 53 16 83 41 48 53

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

107 Palestine, State of 67 62 47 64 63 53 4.6 8 9 76 39 40 47

110 Egypt 40 35 63 71 57 44 4.2 10 25 63 31 20 60

118 Syrian Arab Republic 43 30 38 53 49 40 3.2 17 9 35 47 44 ..

120 Iraq 50 30 45 60 41 29 4.7 40 15 64 8 15 34

129 Morocco 41 25 74 68 56 72 5.0 21 58 77 48 51 45

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

154 Yemen 35 19 47 53 65 67 4.1 12 27 71 27 21 60

159 Comoros 49 24 38 61 72 53 4.0 30 35 75 17 39 46

161 Mauritania 30 30 43 56 63 48 4.7 32 30 64 26 37 38

166 Sudan 38 28 44 48 68 40 4.6 17 31 63 22 26 54

170 Djibouti .. 49 63 70 72 74 4.4 55 55 75 55 58 68

OTHER COUNTRIES OR TERRITORIES

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Human Development Groups

Very high human development 63 72 — 84 72 77 6.6 — 31 86 41 53 36

High human development 60 58 — 74 68 73 5.5 — .. 79 55 60 48

Medium human development 71 54 — 71 65 62 4.8 — .. 78 41 46 59

Low human development .. 42 — 64 55 56 4.6 — .. 70 24 39 40

Regions

Arab States 48 39 — 68 60 53 4.8 — 25 71 39 36 ..

East Asia and the Pacific .. .. — .. .. .. .. — .. .. .. .. ..

Europe and Central Asia 57 50 — 71 60 56 5.3 — 21 79 33 43 47

Latin America and the Caribbean .. 47 — 80 47 77 6.6 — .. 78 41 49 42

South Asia 69 49 — 70 60 55 4.6 — 20 77 39 41 52

Sub-Saharan Africa .. 42 — 59 53 63 4.6 — .. 65 24 44 44

Least developed countries .. 45 — 67 62 62 4.3 — .. 74 37 49 55

Small island developing states .. .. — .. .. .. .. — .. .. .. .. ..

World 64 57 — 74 66 68 5.3 — 30 78 44 51 48

Human Development Report 2014 - Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience
Table 16  Supplementary Indicators: Perceptions of well-being

Source: UNDP HDR 2014, Table 16: 220–223.
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Figure A.1  Terrorist attacks and their victims, 1970–2014 (world total and Arab total)

Figure A.2  Terrorist attacks and their victims, 1970–2014 (% of Arab total)

Source: START 2015.

Source: START 2015.
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Figure A.3  Global share of forcibly displaced population originating from the Arab region

Figure A.4  FDI inflows by sector and related job creation, Arab region, 2003–2011 

Source: UNHCR 2015.
Note: Forcibly displaced includes refugees, asylum-seekers, internally displaced persons (IDPs), returnees (refugees and IDPs), 
stateless persons, and others of concern to UNHCR.

Source: ILO 2012.
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Figure A.5  Trends in average annual household income (US$ PPP), 2008–2012

Figure A.6  Human Development Index by gender, 2013

Source: Report team calculations based on Gallup 2013. Average income (US$/year PPP 2010 adjusted) is computed for the poorest 
households (bottom 20%) and the richest households (upper 20%). Country groupings include Arab countries and comparator 
MICs. More details on the statistics are in the Statistical Appendix.

Source: UNDP 2014b.
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Source: OECD 2014.
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Remittance-receiving country

Remittance-sending country Egypt Jordan Lebanon Syria Yemen Total

Bahrain 188 2 67 3 2 262

Kuwait 2,181 0 135 348 0 2,664

Libya 2,080 0 0 70 0 2,150

Oman 231 65 67 0 0 363

Qatar 698 0 405 0 0 1,103

Saudi Arabia 5,667 948 809 255 1,142 8,822

UAE 931 0 944 0 102 1,977

Subtotal from GCC 11,977 1,014 2,428 676 1,246 17,341

Total Remittances 20,515 3,643 7,472 2,079 1,487 35,196

Share (%) 58% 28% 32% 33% 84% 49%

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Arab States 31 35 40 41 35 32

  Egypt 18 27 36 37 40 30

  Tunisia 26 22 41 45 33 39

  Yemen 47 53 66 53 51 48

East Asia and the Pacific 37 32 28 27 26 23

South Asia 40 35 38 48 36 39

Latin America and the Caribbean 29 25 27 26 26 28

Sub-Saharan Africa 62 59 60 58 60 60

Table A.1  Bilateral remittance estimates for selected countries, 2012 ($ million)

Table A.2  Percentage of population dissatisfied with the standard of living

Source: World Bank 2013b.

Source: Report team calculations based on Gallup 2015.
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Total effect (%) Individual effects Country effects

Global gap Time trend Youth Education Women Income Democracy GDP per capita

Electronic connectivity 0 -1 +/+ +/+ --/- +/+ + +

Self-expression -11 4/-8 +/++ +/+ -/- +/+ + +

Life satisfaction -15 0/0 -/+ +/0 -/0 ++/+ + +

Piety 31 0/0 -/+ -/-- +/+ 0/0 0 -

Obedience to authority 11 0/-13 -/0 -/-- 0/0 0/0 + 0

Gender equality -30 0/0 +/+ +/+ ++/+- 0 /0 + +

Average Standard Deviation Gini index

Egypt 8.2 6.1 0.39

Iraq 8.9 4.3 0.27

Jordan 11.8 3.5 0.16

Palestine 11.3 3.8 0.19

Syria 7.4 3.9 0.27

Tunisia 8.9 4.6 0.26

Yemen 5.7 5.8 0.56

Arab Countries … … 0.33

Developing World … … 0.29

East Asia and the Pacific … … 0.17

Latin America … … 0.21

Table A.3  Opinions on life satisfaction, connectivity, self-expression, piety, authority, and gender equality, by individual 
and country characteristics, Arab countries and other selected countries

Table A.4 Inequality in educational attainment (years of schooling) among the 25–29 age-group

Source: Report team calculations based on WVS 2014.
Notes: All variables are defined in the statistical annex. Results from OLS panel regressions using data from the WVS – see Akin and Diwan (2014)  for 
details. The data covers 11 Arab countries in 2013 and 76 other countries, and includes responses by about 80,000 people in Arab countries and 140,000 
people in middle-income countries. Global gap is the percentage point deficit or surplus of the Arab opinions relative to global opinions, expressed as 
a share of the global standard deviation in the global responses; all other entries that take the form x/y refers to Arab and Global slopes respectively 
between opinions and individual (youth, educated, women, income level), or country (level of democracy, GDP per capita) characteristics; (++) refers 
to a quantity larger than (+), and similarly, (--) is smaller than (-). Arab region effects based on 11 countries; Arab time trend based on average trend in 
5 countries only, between 2008 and 2013.

Source: ERF Various years.
Note: Years of data are: Egypt, 2009; Iraq, 2007; Jordan, 2010; Palestine, 2009; Syria, 2004; Tunisia, 2005; Yemen, 2006.
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Egypt (%) Jordan (%) Palestine (%) Tunisia (%)

Enrolled youth

Self-employment 6.0 7.0 11.0 10.0

Public sector 76.0 64.0 51.0 66.0

Private sector 18.0 29.0 36.0 24.0

Family business/farm 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.1

Unemployed youth

Self-employment 1.0 6.0 8.0 11.0

Public sector 81.0 64.0 33.0 49.0

Private sector 18.0 30.0 54.0 40.0

Family business/farm 0.2 0.0 0.5 0.4

Tunisia Egypt Jordan Palestine

Total Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females

Failed examinations 33.0 34.7 31.1 35.3 45.3 23.9 34.0 33.7 34.4 27.3 31.0 22.1

Not interested in education 23.9 23.9 24.0 19.6 20.2 18.9 35.7 39.2 30.7 28.6 35.2 19.5

Wanted to start working 10.9 13.9 7.5 2.5 3.8 0.9 9.0 14.8 0.6 9.2 14.4 1.9

To get married 2.4 0.1 5.1 2.0 0.0 4.3 8.3 0.0 20.3 18.3 0.6 43.0

Parents did not want 2.7 1.2 4.5 2.9 1.9 4.1 2.3 0.9 4.3 2.0 1.1 3.2

Economic reasons 21.6 21.1 22.1 28.1 25.5 31.2 6.6 8.2 4.4 10.3 12.6 7.1

Other reasons 5.4 5.1 5.7 9.6 3.4 16.8 4.1 3.2 5.4 4.3 5.1 3.3

Table A.5  Reasons for stopping education/training for youth aged 15–29, 2012–2013 (%)

Table A.6  Desired employment sector, 2012–2013 (%)

Source: ILO 2014.

Source: ILO 2014.
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Egypt Jordan Palestine Tunisia

Total Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females

Unemployment duration

Less than a month 4.9 7.2 3.8 6.9 8.1 5.2 9.2 9.3 8.8 9.9 7.2 13.7

1 month to less than 6 months 12.5 19.8 9.2 20.5 21.3 19.4 24.5 24.6 24.4 13.8 14.3 13.2

6 months to less than 1 year 10.6 18.0 7.3 17.1 15.1 20.1 9.6 9.5 9.8 18.2 19.9 15.8

1 year or more 72.1 55.0 79.8 55.4 55.5 55.3 56.7 56.7 56.9 58.1 58.6 57.4

Barriers to employment

Requirements for job higher than own education/
training 2.9 3.2 2.7 14.4 18.3 8.9 10.3 9.7 11.9 18.3 20.8 15.0

Not enough work experience 8.4 12.5 6.6 15.4 14.1 17.3 9.8 7.8 14.5 10.9 11.4 10.1

Not enough jobs available 64.0 55.3 67.9 42.0 39.0 46.3 55.4 55.8 54.4 40.4 42.2 37.9

Discriminatory prejudice 3.1 1.9 3.6 4.0 3.0 5.3 0.7 0.9 0.0 4.3 4.6 3.8

Low wages in available jobs, poor working 
conditions 12.0 16.5 10.0 14.6 14.7 14.6 12.0 13.3 9.0 13.1 11.4 15.4

Other 9.6 10.6 9.1 9.6 11.0 7.7 11.9 12.6 10.3 13.1 9.7 17.8

Table A.7  Unemployment duration and barriers to employment (unemployed youth), 2012–2013

Table A.8  Job search methods, employed and unemployed youth, four Arab countries, 2012–2013 (%)

Source: ILO 2014.

Source: ILO 2014.

Method used to find the current job Egypt Jordan Palestine Tunisia

Employed Youth

Friends, relatives 76 46 71 48

Visit institutions and place of works 8 41 10 32

Employment agency 3 15 6 7

Unemployed Youth Didn't receive any assistance /help /advice from  an 
employment office in the last 12 months 96 96 97 88
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Country

Lower or single House Upper House or Senate

Quota

Elections Seatsa Women 
(Number) Women (%) Elections Seatsa Women 

(Number) Women (%)

Qatar July 2013 35 0 0.0% ... ... ... ... No

Yemen April 2003 301 1 0.3% April 2001 111 2 1.8% Women are appointed to the upper 
house.

Oman October 2011 84 1 1.2% October 2011 83 15 18.1% Women are appointed to the upper 
house.

Kuwait July 2013 65 1 1.5% ... ... ... ... No

Comoros December 2009 33 1 3.0% ... ... ... ... ...

Lebanon June 2009 128 4 3.1% ... ... ... ... No

Bahrain October 2010 40 4 10.0% November 
2010 40 11 27.5% Women are appointed to the upper 

Chamber

Jordan January 2013 150 18 12.0% October 
2013 75 9 12.0% Yes (12 Reserved Seats for women)

Syria May 2012 250 30 12.0% ... ... ... ... No

Djibouti February 2013 55 7 12.7% ... ... ... ... Yes

Somalia August 2012 275 38 13.8% ... ... ... ... ...

Libya July 2012 200 33 16.5% ... ... ... ... Yes (10%)

Morocco November 2011 395 67 17.0% October 
2009 270 6 2.2%

Voluntary party quota. The socialist 
union of popular forces has 20% 
quota for party lists.

UAE September 2011 40 7 17.5% ... ... ... ... Yes

Saudi Arabia January 2013 151 30 19.9% ... ... ... ... Yes (20%)

Sudan April 2010 354 86 24.3% May 2010 29 5 17.2% Yes (25%)

Mauritania November 2013 147 37 25.2% November 
2009 56 8 14.3%

20 seats are reserved for women 
candidates running in a single 
nationwide list.

Iraq April 2014 328 83 25.3% ... ... ... ... 1 out of first 3 candidates on a list 
must be a woman.

Tunisia October 2011 217 61 28.1% ... ... ... ... ...

Algeria May 2012 462 146 31.6% December 
2012 144 10 6.9% Yes (31%)

Palestine 2006 414 17 4.1% ... ... ... ... No

Egypt November 2011 508 10 2.0% January 
2012 270 12 4.4% No

Table A.9  Political representation of women in representative assemblies, Arab countries

Source: IPU 2014a.
a. Figures correspond to the number of seats currently filled in Parliament and are for August 2014 and previous years. Egypt’s data are for June 2013.
Note: “...” Not available or not applicable.
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Country Year Source

Mean Age at First Marriage

Total Population Urban Rural

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Libya 2004 census 33 31 ... ... ... ...

Kuwait 2005 census 29 28 ... ... ... ...

Lebanon 2009 survey ... 28 ... ... ... ...

Tunisia 2011 Administrative Records 33 28 ... ... ... ...

Morocco 2010 census 31 27 33 27 30 26

Jordan 2012 survey 30 26 ... ... ... ...

Oman 2010 census 28 26 ... ... ... ...

Qatar 2010 census 28 25 ... ... ... ...

Syria 2009 survey 29 25 29 25 29 26

UAE 2005 census 27 25 27 25 27 25

Egypt 2011 survey 29 24 ... ... ... ...

Bahrain 2010 Administrative Records 27 23 ... ... ... ...

Sudan 2008 census 28 23 31 25 27 22

Yemen 2004 census 25 22 26 23 25 22

Palestine 2007 census 25 20 25 20 24 20

Saudi Arabia 2007 survey 25 20 ... ... ... ...

Table A.10  Mean age at first marriage, 17 Arab countries

Table A.11  Minimum age of marriage, Arab countries

Source: UN-ESCWA 2013b.

Source: Equality Now 2013.
* In Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Qatar, Lebanon and Syria, a marriage below the minimum age can be conducted with a judge’s authorization.

Age Group* Females Males

Below 15 Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen

15–17 Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon, Palestine, Qatar, Syria Kuwait, Palestine

18 and above Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Oman, Tunisia, UAE Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, 
Qatar, Syria, Tunisia, UAE
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Data type and age range Sources

Health-specific data on individuals aged 13–15 years

Global School–Based Student Health Survey (GSHS).1

Health Behavior in School Children Survey (HBSC).2 

Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS).3 

Health-specific data that include those aged 15–29 years

The Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME)4 Unit at Washington University

WHO’s Global Adult Tobacco Survey (GATS).5 

WHO’s STEPwise approach to surveillance (STEPS), 25+ years.8 

General data on individuals aged 15–29 years.6

UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster survey (MICS).7 

USAIDS Demographic and Health Surveys.9 

Number of living children Educational level a Wealth quintile b 

Country None 1–2 3–4 5+ Limited Basic Secondary+ Poorest Middle Richest

Egypt 2 10 9 14 11 9 8 13 9 6

Jordan 0 2 21 24 29 16 10 13 9 10

Lebanon 10 19 19 20 19 21 20 14 23 19

Libya 32 34 24 24 29 28 27 29 27 25

Morocco 8 11 12 14 12 9 9 14 10 10

Palestine 8 25 18 19 21 20 17 23 20 15

Syria 14 15 19 30 30 19 15 28 20 14

Tunisia 1 6 11 16 10 9 10 10 8 9

Yemen 22 39 40 42 40 32 33 40 44 28

Table A.12  Women with unmet contraceptive needs, by background characteristics (%)

Table A.13  Data on younger versus older adolescents globally

Source: DHS various years (1988–2012) and PAPFAM 2014.
a. Limited education ranges from no schooling to less than six years of school attendance. Basic education is defined as six to nine years of school 
attendance. Secondary+ includes high school graduates with 12 or more years of education.
b. Wealth quintiles (five groups of equal population size) are based on an index of surveyed household assets. Data are shown for the first (poorest), 
third and fifth (richest) quintiles.

Source: The report Team.
1.http://www.who.int/chp/gshs/en/.
2. http://www.hbsc.org/.
3. http://www.who.int/tobacco/surveillance/gyts/en/.
4. http://www.healthdata.org/.
5. http://www.who.int/tobacco/surveillance/survey/gats/en/.
6. The data are not health specific, but some items relate to health.
7. http://www.unicef.org/statistics/index_24302.html.
8. http://www.who.int/chp/steps/en/.
9. http://www.dhsprogram.com/.



267

Health-related concerns Causes Consequences

Deteriorating health status of women Early marriage; patriarchal societies; norms and cultural 
practices; lack of awareness and guidance; dearth of women 
in leadership positions in ministries and other decision-making 
bodies

Increases in maternal and infant mortality; deterioration of 
the health status of children; deterioration of the family and 
of socioeconomic status; lack of development

Lack of awareness of health risks Lack of targeted surveys; weak policies; cultural practices; 
lack of health care education at school; dominance of private 
economic interests; lack of awareness campaigns, especially 
in rural areas; lack of fit of these campaign with local norms

Increasing prevalence of communicable and non-
communicable diseases in rural areas; negative impact 
on well-being and mental health; increase in direct and 
indirect health costs; wasted public funds; indirect impact 
on productivity

Differential health service provision between the public and 
private sectors

Lack of government spending on public health services; poor 
management of public health clinics; lack of confidence in 
public health services, leading to lack of utilization; conflicting 
interests of physicians involved in both public and private 
clinics and services; concentration of health services in cities 
rather than rural areas

Deteriorating health status; poverty, lack of development; 
concentration of skilled workforce in the private sector

Country category Main cause of death Disability-adjusted life years

Low income Diarrhoea; lower respiratory infections and other infectious 
diseases; unintentional injuries; neglected tropical diseases/
malaria; maternal disorders; transport injuries; HIV/AIDS and 
tuberculosis

Mental and behavioural disorders; diarrhoea

Middle income Cardiovascular and circulatory diseases; transport injuries; 
unintentional injuries

Mental and behavioural disorders; musculoskeletal disorders; 
transport injuries; cardiovascular and circulatory disorders

High income Transport injuries Mental and behavioural disorders; musculoskeletal disorders; 
transport injuries

Table A.14  Causes and consequences of health-related concerns among youth

Table A.15  Causes of death and disability-adjusted life years, 15–29 age-group

Source: The report team.
Note: Data based on two forums organized by the report team with youth from Arab countries in the 18–29 age-group. The first, held in Amman in 
May 2014, brought together 24 young men and women representing 16 countries across the region. The second, also held in Amman, in September 
2014, brought together 32 young men and women representing 17 countries from across the region. Participants were chosen by UNDP from a list of 
applicants who had expressed interest in contributing to discussions for the report. The selection process was gender and geographically balanced

Source: Mokdad and others 2014.
Note: High-income countries: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates. Low-income countries: Comoros, Djibouti, 
Mauritania, Somalia and Yemen. Middle-income countries: Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Sudan, Syria and Tunisia.
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Country of origin / destination

Outflow of migrants Inflow of migrants

Total (estimates) Share in total population (%) Total (estimates) Share in total resident 
population (%)

Algeria 1,369,200 3.5 161,400 0.4

Bahrain 7,600 1.3 666,300 54.0

Comoros 109,440 12.0 0 0.0

Djibouti 7,700 0.9 25,000 2.8

Egypt 5,411,100 6.0 326,900 0.4

Iraq 1,072,000 3.0 411,200 1.2

Jordan 601,600 9.2 1,375,000 18.8

Kuwait 57,600 4.4 2,722,600 68.7

Lebanon 740,000 14.4 1,210,000 21.6

Libya 1,078,900 17.8 1,504,500 23.1

Mauritania 198,000 5.2 99,000 2.7

Morocco 2,801,100 7.8 66,800 0.2

Palestine 1,327,800 24.1 216,200 4.9

Oman 22,640 1.0 1,683,000 43.7

Qatar 3,220 0.8 1,592,608 90.0

Saudi Arabia 202,000 1.2 13,230,700 44.1

Somalia 1,211,500 10.4 16,900 0.2

Sudan 873,800 2.5 291,000 0.9

Syria 3,486,000 13.8 189,000 0.9

Tunisia 580,000 5.2 335,100 3.1

UAE 21,300 2.2 7,316,000 88.5

Yemen 887,800 3.4 267,000 1.1

Total (a) 22,070,300 6.1 33,706,208 9.1

Table A.16  Migration to and from Arab countries, estimates, 2010–2014

Red mostly-emigration country; Green mostly-immigration country.
Source: Estimates are from receiving country statistics in general and unless stated otherwise. Receiving country statistics do not usually include 
foreign residents in an “irregular situation.”
Data include figures for refugees (registered by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR]).
a. The total provides the sum of population numbers at different dates over 2010–2014. It is not exactly the total population at any of these dates. A 
migrant is defined as a resident in a given country who was born outside that country, as a foreigner. The migrant can still be a foreigner in the residence 
country or be naturalized. In GCC countries, second- and third-generation migrants born in their country of residence cannot be identified in statistics. 
Figures for migrants in GCC countries thus include an unknown share of Gulf-born foreigners or stateless persons, who do not conform to the definition 
of “migrant” adopted here, that is, a person born abroad as a non-national of his or her current country of residence. The percentage of emigrants is 
obtained by comparing the emigration stocks to the total number of people born in the home country; that of immigrants by comparing the immigration 
stocks to the total number of people residing in the country.
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Country of origin Arab countries Europe North America Non-Arab African 
countries Oceania Non-Arab Asian 

countries (a) Total (estimates)

Algeria 11,200 1,284,000 51,000 ... 23,000 1,369,200

Bahrain Few 4,000 3,000 ... 600 ... 7,600

Comoros  (b) 6,900 (b) 36,300 (b) 140 (b) 66,000 (b) 100 ... 109,440

Djibouti  (b) 2,300 4,800 600 ... ... ... 7,700

Egypt 4,783,000 224,100 204,000 200,000 5,411,100

Iraq  (c) 500,000 (c) 270,000 105,000 ... 52,000 (c) 145,000 1,072,000

Jordan 480,000 33,100 82,000 6,500 601,600

Kuwait Few 18,000 35,000 ... 4,600 ... 57,600

Lebanon 300,000 149,000 200,000 16,100 74,900 740,000

Libya 1,000,000 66,400 11,000 ... 1,500 ... 1,078,900

Mauritania 24,000 24,500 4,000 145,500 ... ... 198,000

Morocco 214,000 2,320,000 109,000 158,100 2,801,100

Palestine (d) 1,300,000 14,600 9,700 3,500 1,327,800

Oman 20,000 1,400 1,100 ... 140 ... 22,640

Qatar Few 1,100 2,000 ... 120 ... 3,220

Saudi Arabia 29,000 42,000 100,000 31,000 202,000

Somalia (c) 316,000 (c) 130,000 (c) 44,400 717,200 3,900 ... 1,211,500

Sudan 785,000 38,000 50,800 ... ... ... 873,800

Syria 2,229,000 131,000 91,000 35,000 (c) 1,000,000 3,486,000

Tunisia 154,900 414,000 8,200 2,900 580,000

UAE Few 12,000 8,300 ... 1,000 ... 21,300

Yemen 850,000 20,000 17,800 ... ... ... 887,800

Total (e) 13,005,300 5,238,300 1,138,040 2,688,660 22,070,300

Table A.17  Arab outward migration by region of destination, 2010–2014

Source: Estimates are from receiving country statistics, in general and unless stated otherwise:
–	 Europe, North America and Oceania: receiving country statistics (population censuses, population registers, registers of foreigners, etc.) as compiled 

in OECD 2014; MPC various Years.  
–	 Arab countries: receiving country statistics (population censuses, population registers, residency and labour permits records) compiled in Gulf Mi-

gration various years; CARIM various years; MPC various years;
–	 Other countries and refugee figures: Online UNHCR registration figures for registered refugees and asylum seekers.
a. Mostly refers to Turkey and Iran.
b. Estimates retrieved from UN-DESA 2013.
c. Among whom refugees registered with UNHCR as of June 2014. 
d. The figure is probably overestimated due to its comprising a large share of Palestinians settled in GCC countries for decades, among whom some are 
nonmigrants (i.e., Gulf-born second- and third-generation Palestinians).
e. The total provides the sum of population numbers at different dates over 2010–2014. It is not exactly the total population at any of these dates.
Note: Latest data refer to August 2014. A migrant is defined as a resident in a given country who was born outside that country, as a foreigner. The 
migrant can still be a foreigner in the country of residence or can be naturalized.
Receiving country statistics do not usually include foreign residents in an “irregular situation.”
Data include figures for refugees (registered by UNHCR).
“…”: Not available or not applicable.
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Region of origin Arab countries Africa Asia Europe North America Oceania Total

Country of 
destination

Algeria (a) 147,600 7,200 1,600 5,000 ... ... 161,400

Bahrain 67,000 20,000 562,000 11,800 4,200 1,300 666,300

Djibouti 21,000 4,000 … … … … 25,000

Egypt (b) 250,000 9,000 6,000 58,100 3,800 326,900

Iraq (c) 351,200 ... 60,000 ... ... … 411,200

Jordan 1,275,000 ... 100,000 ... ... … 1,375,000

Kuwait 1,106,600 76,700 1,500,000 14,600 24,700 2,722,600

Lebanon (c) 1,010,000 200,000 … … … (d) 1,210,000

Libya 1,500,000 4,500 … … … … 1,504,500

Mauritania (e) 1,700 (e) 90,000 (e) 7300 99,000

Morocco 15,000 17,300 1,300 31,500 1,700 ... 66,800

Palestine 216,200 ... ... ... ... ... (f) 216,200

Oman ... ... … … … … 1,683,000

Qatar (g) 282,000 ... (h) 1,207,400 … … … (i) 1,592,608

Saudi Arabia 4,180,000 ... 9,050,700 … … … (j) 13,230,700 

Somalia ... 16,900 ... … … … 16,900

Sudan 30,000 228,700 10,000 22,300 (k) 291,000

Syria 89,000 ... 100,000 … … … 189,000

Tunisia (l) 322,000 3,000 400 9,700 … … 335,100

UAE ... ... ... … … … 7,316,000

Yemen (c) 252,000 (c) 15,000 ... … … … 267,000

Total (m) 33,706,208

Table A.18  Inward migration to Arab countries by region of origin, 2010–2014

Source: Estimates are from receiving country statistics, in general and unless stated otherwise.
– Europe, North America and Oceania: receiving country statistics (population censuses, population registers, registers of foreigners, etc.) as compiled 
in OECD 2014; MPC various years.  
– Arab countries: receiving country statistics (population censuses, population registers, residency and labour permits records) compiled in Gulf Migration 
various years; CARIM various years; MPC various years;
– Other countries and refugee figures: Online UNHCR registration figures for registered refugees and asylum seekers.
a. Includes 90,000 Sahraouian refugees from Tindouf camps. 
b. In view of the lack of reliable estimates available, Item 1 under Arab countries above include only the 30,000 Sudanese registered as refugees by 
UNHCR. Figures for Sudanese migrants in Egypt usually span from 750,000 to 4 million and cannot be verified; Item 2 does not include Libyan migrants 
in Egypt. Figures usually quoted (up to 1 million as of mid-2014) could not be assessed.
c. Figures for refugees registered with UNHCR as of June 2014. 
d. UNHCR plus other Lebanese sources. Does not include Palestinian refugees (not born abroad); does not include Syrian, Arab and Asian workers 
(stocks unknown). The figure of 200,000 Asians and Africans is the estimate of domestic workers commonly used by researchers (http://www.hrw.
org/news/2012/03/23/lebanon-stop-abuse-domestic-workers).
e. Estimates retrieved from UN-DESA 2013
f. Does not comprise the Jewish/Israeli settlers in the West Bank (536,932 in 2011). (http://www.migrationpolicycentre.eu/docs/migration_profiles/
Palestine.pdf). 
g. Qatar Ministry of Labour data for August 2013 (Babar 2014). 
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h. Four main Asian nationalities only (Indians, Bangladeshis, Filipinos and Nepalese) (press sources October 2013, quoting Ministry of Interior figures) 
(http://gulfmigration.eu/estimates-of-non-nationals-by-country-of-citizenship-and-migration-status-selected-nationalities-qatar-26-30092013/).
i. Estimate of foreign nationals ages 15 and older in Qatar as of December 2013; figures for the total resident nonnational population are unavailable 
in Qatari statistics. Annual Bulletin of Labour Force Survey 2013. (http://www.qsa.gov.qa/eng/GeneralStatistics.htm).
j. Estimate released in press in November, 2013. Official estimate for 2013 is 9.7 million and breakdown of figure by citizenship or nationality group is unavailable.  
See respectively Saudi press source (http://gulfmigration.eu/estimates-of-non-nationals-by-country-of-citizenship-saudi-arabia-november-3-2013/) 
and official sources (http://gulfmigration.eu/population-estimates-by-nationality-saudi-non-saudi-mid-year-estimates-1974-2013/). 
k. Includes refugees but does not take into account displaced persons from South Sudan. 
l. The figure includes 300,000 Libyans reported as residing in Tunisia as of mid‑2014 (ICG 2014).  
m. Total provides the sum of population numbers at different dates for the period 2010–2014. It is not exactly the total population at any of these dates.
Note: A migrant is defined as a resident in a given country who was born outside that country, as a foreigner. The migrant can still be a foreigner 
in the residence country, or be naturalized. In GCC countries, second- and third-generation migrants born in their country of residence cannot be 
identified in statistics. Figures for migrants in the Gulf thus include an unknown share of Gulf-born foreigners or stateless persons, who do not 
conform to the definition of “migrant” adopted here, that is, a person born abroad as a non-national of his or her current country of residence. 
Receiving country statistics do not usually include foreign residents in an “irregular situation.”
Data include figures for refugees (registered by UNHCR).
“…”: Not available or not applicable.
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