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INTRODUCTION 
 

With the support of the Regional Program of Gulf States at Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Ibtkar 

broke new ground on the female empowerment front, through hosting an invite only pan-

GCC research program that looked at the issue of women’s leadership in a holistic manner. 

The program, titled “Women’s leadership in the GCC'', ran from September to November 

2020 and covered a range of topics related to this theme over 10 recorded sessions. The 

sessions examined what women’s leadership in the Arabian Gulf looks like today, how it 

manifests differently in the six Gulf states and through three different sectors: public (elected 

and appointed), private (corporate and entrepreneurship), and NGOs. In addition, the 

sessions focused on the obstacles that remain despite much progress in some countries 

and how women can provide themselves with tools to overcome the challenges. There were 

a total of 43 participants, between the ages of 25 to 70, that covered different professional 

fields and came from varied personal backgrounds in all six GCC countries who shared their 

lived experience as past, current and future leaders because numbers tell part of the story 

but the qualitative implications of the leadership journey can only be inferred from first hand 

exposure. 

Objectives of the Women’s Leadership Series in the GCC:  

 To examine women’s leadership in the Arabian Gulf and compare their role in the 

public and private sector and in non-governmental organizations 

 To empower female youth leaders with leadership and development insights  

 To evaluate women’s role in the vision plans of the GCC states 

To encourage and promote good practice in improving opportunities for future roles for 

women in the economy of the GCC 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION: GUEST SPEAKERS AND PARTICIPANTS 

 

Dr. Abeer Al Omar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Abeer Al-Omar is currently Senior Executive at the Corporate Communications & Government Affairs at 

EQUATE. She has been selected to be a part of Ibtkar’s Empowering Kuwaiti Women in Politics program 

(EKWIP) that aimed to prepare women for greater political leadership in Kuwait (2018-2019). She was recently 

selected as a board member for the American Business Council Kuwait (May 2019) to serve a three years 

term on the ABCK board. Al-Omar has obtained her Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) in 2016 from 

University of Bradford – UK, with a focus on Effective CEO Leadership behaviours. Dr. Abeer has graduated 

with a Bachelor of Business Administration from Kuwait University and Master of Strategic Management from 

Maastricht Business School. She has also completed the ‘Advanced Management Program” at Harvard 

Business School in 2013. 

 

Afnan Al Zayani 

 
 

Afnan Al Zayani is the president of Al Zayani Commercial Services; leads the BBS; and is head of the 

Coordination and Follow-up Committee. She has served on the boards of the Bahrain Businessmen’s 

Association, Bahrain Businesswomen's Society, and the Bahrain National Competitiveness Council. She 

represented the Bahrain Chamber of Commerce and Industry in the Committee for the H.H. Shaikha Sabika 

Bint Ibrahim Al Khalifa Award for Women’s Empowerment, and has received the Ministry of Education Honors 

Award, the National Achievement Award, and the Best Business Professional in the Middle East Award. 
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Dr. Alanoud Al-Sharekh 

 

 
Dr. Al-Sharekh directs Ibtkar Strategic Consultancy leading youth and gender leadership training programs. 

She is a founder of the EU Chaillot prize winning Abolish153 campaign to end honor killings and of Mudhawi’s 

List, a platform to support women running for political office. 

 

 

Amal Mohammed Al-Malki 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Amal Al-Malki is the Founding Dean of the College of Humanities and Social Sciences at Hamad bin Khalifa 

University, Qatar Foundation. She has published numerous articles in academic journals in the United States 

and UK. Her book, Arab Women in Arab News: Old Stereotypes and New Media (2012) is published by 

Bloomsbury Qatar Foundation and Bloomsbury Academic, UK. She also edited The Writer’s Craft: Teaching 

Creative Writing in Qatar, published as a part of an initiative honoring Doha as the Arab Capital of Culture in 

2010. 
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Asrar Hayat 

 
 

Asrar Hayat is co-founder of non-profit initiative “NOTEK” that targets economic awareness and empowerment 

for women. She is a board member of Kuwait Transparency Society, and was selected to be part of Ibtkar’s 

“Empowering Kuwaiti Women in Politics’ Program in 2018. Asrar has earned her MBA from Maastricht 

University, Netherlands and her Bachelor’s Degree from Kuwait University, College of Science in Computer 

Science. 

 

 

Besma Al Qassar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Besma Al Qassar is founder and president of the Women Mentor Forum (WMF) that seeks to support and 

nurture the growth of women in the private sector, both in entrepreneurship and in the corporate world.  

Currently, Besma is the manager for a boutique HR consultancy focusing on delivering career development 

services and products. She holds a BA in English Literature from Kuwait University. 
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Dalal Bouresli 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dalal Bouresli, CEO of D’s Table, is an entrepreneur and a Phd candidate in Innovation Management. She is 

a certified participant of Ibtkar’s 2018 Empowering Kuwaiti Women in Politics Program, and is a founding 

member of the Kuwait Society for Investors Support and of Mudhawi’s List.  

 

 

Danah Al Bader 

 

 

Danah Al Bader is Social Media Officer in the Digital Marketing department at NBK. She was Student Clubs 

and Organizations Coordinator at the American University of Kuwait. She has a Bachelor's degree in 

International Relations from the American University of Kuwait, and served as the International Relations Club 

president for two consecutive years.  
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Deena Al Khalifah 

 

 

Sheikha Dina bint Rashid Al Khalifa represented the Supreme Council for Women in many local, regional and 

international conferences and events, and she was and still is the official spokesperson and representative of 

the Council, especially in the media and television channels concerned with Bahraini women. 

Sheikha Dina is entrusted with chairing meetings with government agencies and international organizations 

and supervising events organized by the Supreme Council for Women. 

In July 2020, she held the position of Assistant Secretary-General of the Supreme Council for Women, by 

Royal Decree No. (32) of 2020 at the rank of undersecretary. 

 

 

Fahda Al Saud 

 

 

Princess Fahda Al Saud is co-founder and managing partner of The Traveling Panther, founded in 2015, an 

experience design company focused on raising awareness and promoting conscious tourism through its 

travel and advisory services. Fahda has over a decade of experience in entrepreneurship. 
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Farah Sultan 

 

 

Farah Sultan, is currently Business Development Director at Towell International Holding.  

Farah worked previously as Marketing Manager at Middle East Telecom (METCO), and also had expertise in 

creating and building her own brands Arnaa, where she won Arab Designer of the Year in 2017. Farah is a 

graduate of the American University of Sharjah, UAE with a major in Design Management.  

 

 

Fatima Boujarwah 

 

 

Dr. Fatima Boujarwah is faculty member at Kuwait University, she is also  the Vice Chair of the Executive 

Board of BirthKuwait and a Health Informatics Researcher focused on issues of Women’s and Children’s 

Health. 
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Hawazen Nassief 

 

Hawazen Nassief is Environmental, Social and Governance Director at National Energy Services Reunited 

Corp. Ms. Nassief is the recipient of the 2018 Global Impact Award and the Africa & Middle East Business 

Impact Award from Cummins Inc. Ms. Nassief has a Bachelor’s degree in International Relations from Boston 

University and a Master’s degree in Law and Diplomacy from Tufts University. 

 

Heba Mohammad Al-Ali 

 

 

Heba Al-Ali s currently an Assistant Teacher at the College of Architecture in Kuwait University. Heba has a 

Bachelor's degree from the University of Colorado-Boulder in Architecture. Heba is the chair of the executive 

board and a founding member of BirthKuwait, a nonprofit raising awareness about and advocating for better 

maternity and infant care in Kuwait and the region.  
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Dr. Hend Al-Muftah 

 

Dr. Hend Al-Muftah is one of the first female Qatari to be appointed by the Emir as a Member of the Qatari 

Shura Council. She is also Vice President of Administration and Finance at the Doha Institute for Graduate 

Studies and Associate Professor in the Public Administration program. Dr. Al Muftah obtained her PhD from 

the University of Exeter in the UK in 2004, with a focus on human capital in Qatar. She has been an Associate 

Professor at Qatar University since 2010. 

 

Hessa Al-Muhannadi 

 

 

Hessa Al-Muhannadi has been Director of Legal Affairs Department at the National Tourism Council in Qatar 

since 2014.  Al-Muhannadi also provides legal advice and training to NTC staff.  Al-Muhannadi is a PhD 

candidate in Gulf Studies at Qatar University. She is a published author of The Role of Qatari Women: between 

Tribalism and Modernity. She holds an MA in International Affairs from the Lebanese American University in 

Beirut, and an LLB in Law from University of Tripoli in Libya.    
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Hissa al Dhaheri 

 

 

Hissa al Dhaheri is the former Deputy Director of the Louvre Abu Dhabi. She was an early joiner of the Louvre 

Abu Dhabi team that has been working on the museum’s programmes over the past decade. Her special 

interest is the public engagement and educational role of the museum. Previously she worked as a freelance 

journalist. She holds an MA in Gulf Studies, with a research focus on national identity, gender and education. 

 

 

Huda Al Jeraisy 

 

Huda Al Jeraisy is an elected member of Riyadh’s Municipal Council. She served as President of the Executive 

Council for women in the Riyadh Chamber for two terms. She owns and manages Al-Areeba for Ladies Skill 

Center (ALS), and has been active in women’s business, charitable and social initiatives – from advocating 

financial literacy for women, to her long stint managing Saudi’s Apple ladies’ center until 1999. Moreover, Al 

Jeraisy has served as a member in a number of economic and charitable associations and committees, and 

as a consultant for the National Entrepreneurship Center. 
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Iman Dashti 

 

 

Iman Dashti is a life and health insurance, reinsurance and risk management professional. She is currently 

the risk and compliance director in the private sector and one of the founding member of Mudhawi’s List. Iman 

is a graduate of Kuwait University and is a member of the Kuwait Journalists Society, Kuwait Economic Society 

and the Chairman’s Club ABC Kuwait Office. 

 

 

 

Ingy Alireza 

 

 

Ingy received a dual Masters in Intellectual Disability/Autism and Early Childhood Special Education from 

Teacher’s College, Columbia University, and full certification as a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) in 

2006. She is a New York State certified early childhood special educator. Ingy is currently pursuing her third 

Masters in Applied Neuroscience at King’s College, London.  Ingy is committed to Fit Learning in the U.K. 

Omneyat Foundation, which she sits on the board of as the clinical chair. She is the founder of Think Inc 

Bahrain. 
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Jawaher Al-Sudairy 

 

 

Jawaher Al-Sudairy is currently Director for Research at Al Nahda Society and Senior Program Manager at 

Evidence for Policy Design at Harvard Kennedy School. She is a member of the organizing committee for the 

annual Rahmania Seminar in collaboration with the Princeton Institute of Studies. Her research focuses on 

mobility, housing and social integration, concentrating on the cities of Riyadh and Makkah. Al-Sudairy holds a 

Master's degree from Columbia University School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation in New York City, 

a Bachelor of Arts from Smith College, as well as a degree from the University of Beijing. 

 

 

Leanah Al Awadhi 

 

 

Leanah Al Awadhi is an active citizen with interests in women’s rights, youth and security policies, she is the 

project manager of Mudhawi’s List and co-founder of the Cross Cultural Diwaniya. Leanah holds a Master’s 

degree from UCL in Countering Organised Crime and Terrorism and a Bachelor’s degree in Politics and 

International Relations from the University of Sussex.  
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Dr. Lina Abi Rafeh 

 

Dr. Lina AbiRafeh is Executive Director of the Arab Institute for Women (AiW) at the Lebanese American 

University, based in New York and Lebanon. Lina completed her doctoral work from the London School of 

Economics and published “Gender and International Aid in Afghanistan: The Politics and Effects of 

Intervention” based on her research. Lina is a board member of various organizations including SheDecides, 

Forced Migration Review, Society of Gender Professionals, and Greenpeace MENA, amongst others. In 2018, 

Lina was listed as one of the Gender Equality Top 100: The Most Influential People in Global Policy - one of 

only two Arabs to make the list.  

 

 Dr. Lubna Al-Kazi 

 

 

Dr. Lubna Al-Kazi is an Associate Professor at Kuwait University’s Sociology Department. She is founder and 

director of the Women’s Research and Studies Center, which was established in September 2010 in 

coordination with the Supreme Council for Planning and Development, Kuwait and Kuwait University. She 

holds a PhD in Demography and Sociology from the University of Texas at Austin, USA.  

 

 

https://aiw.lau.edu.lb/
https://www.amazon.com/Gender-International-Aid-Afghanistan-Intervention/dp/078644519X
https://www.amazon.com/Gender-International-Aid-Afghanistan-Intervention/dp/078644519X
https://www.shedecides.com/champions/lina-abirafeh/
https://apolitical.co/gender-equality-top-100-2018/
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Lujaina Al Zuaabi 

 

Lujaina Al Zuaabi currently holds senior positions at various government offices, private and non-profit sectors, 

besides managing the family business. She is also one of two women elected to the country’s consultative 

council, and has been a member of State Council by Royal Decree since November 2015. Al Zuaabi is a 

graduate of Sultan Qaboos University. Forbes ME has consistently recognised her as one of the most Powerful 

Arab Women Business Leaders, and she has been an active participant and speaker at various global events, 

including at the WTO in 2018, speaking on the significance of Omani women leaders. 

 

 

Mai Al Sokair 

 

 

Mai Al Sokair is Assistant Director of Corporate Development at Sultan Bin Abdulaziz Humanitarian City. She 

received her master’s degree in Healthcare Systems Administration from Georgetown University. She is Lean 

Six Sigma Certified. Al Sokair has held several leadership roles at prominent hospitals in Washington DC and 

Saudi Arabia such as Georgetown University Hospital, Inova Alexandria Hospital, Johns Hopkins Aramco 

Healthcare and Sultan Bin Abdulaziz Humanitarian City.  
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Marwa Al Khalifa 

 

 

Shaikha Marwa Bint Abdulrahman Bin Mohamed Al Khalifa is President of the Animal and Environment 

Protection Charity Organisation (AEPCO), the first all women organisation protecting animals and the 

environment in the Middle East. Shaikha Marwa’s passion, drive and unwavering dedication to animal and 

environmental protection, meant that AEPCO is joining forces with international organisations to preserve 

wildlife domestically and internationally.  

 

 

 

Maimuna Al Sulaimani 

 

 

Maimuna Al Sulaimani is an appointed member of the Omani Human Rights Commission for the 

fourth period from 2019-2021. She is an Omani lawyer licensed before the Supreme Court of the 

Sultanate of Oman and equivalent to the Vice Chairperson of the Committee Regulating Labor 

Market in Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry for the period 2018-2022. 
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Maryam bin Theneya 

 

Maryam bin Theneya is Government Communication Director at Ministry of Human Resources and 

Emiratisation and the Communication and IT Director at Dubai Foundation for Women and Children, and held 

many leading roles at Dubai Courts and Engineers Office of H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum 

UAE Vice President, Prime Minister, and Ruler of Dubai. She was ranked number 1 in the Federal National 

Council Elections 2019, to be the first women to be elected for the Emirate of Dubai after the empowerment 

decree issued by H H Khalifa bin Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, President of the United Arab Emirates, declaring 

50% of FNC Members for women. 

 

Mashael Isa Fairooz 

 

Mashael Fairooz is founder of JEO Capital Management W.L.L., which is a boutique advisory firm that provides 

transaction advisory, financial consultancy, and business development solutions to High Net worth Individuals, 

Family Offices and Institutions including its strong shareholder base. She serves on the Global Union as Vice 

Ambassador to the Kingdom of Bahrain; Minister for the Global Union’s department of Global Economic, 

Finance & Business Affairs; and Member for the Global Union’s Global Women & Youth Association, Equal & 

Peace Affairs. Fairooz is a BA graduate from Hult International Business School in London, UK and holds a 

Master’s in Business Administration from the University of Strathclyde, UK.  
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Dr. May Al-Dabbagh 

 

Dr. May Al-Dabbagh is an assistant professor at New York University Abu Dhabi. She conducts research on 

gender and work in the Gulf using a combination of social psychology, public policy, and post-colonial feminist 

lenses. She has published in Organization Science, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, and Idafat: Arab 

Journal of Sociology (in Arabic). She has received fellowships from the Center of Advanced Study in the 

Behavioral Sciences (Stanford), The Women and Public Policy Program (Harvard), and The Global Institute 

for Advanced Study and Tisch School of the Arts (NYU). 

 

 

Mira Al Hussein 

 

 

Mira Al Hussein is a PhD candidate at the University of Cambridge, researching sociological themes in the 

context of higher education in the United Arab Emirates.  
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Dr. Moudhi Al Humoud 

 

Dr. Moudhi Al Humoud started her working and academic life as an assistant professor in the business 

administration department of the College of Commerce, Economics, and Political Sciences at Kuwait 

University. Dr. Al Humoud was the minister of state for housing affairs and minister of state for administrative 

development, and then subsequently minister of education and minister of higher education.Currently, she is 

the president of the Arab Open University. Dr. Al Humoud holds a PhD in business administration from the 

City of London University (UK), an MBA in business administration and management from North Texas State 

University (USA) and a bachelor’s degree in business administration with honors from Kuwait University.  

 

Dr. Moudhi Aljamea 

 

 

Dr. Moudhi Aljamea is the Vice President of STC and Dean of the ICT School at STC Academy (Saudi Telecom 

Company) as the first Saudi women who occupies an executive position in the company and she has vast 

experience in cyber and information security. She has a PhD in Computer Security Algorithms Design from 

King’s College London.  
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Nancy Dinah Elly Khedouri 

 

Nancy, an appointed member of Bahrain’s Shura Council, was appointed as a Member of The 

Coordination Committee of The Supreme Council for Women for Downstreaming Women’s Needs into 

the Economic Development of Society.  She was also appointed as a Member of The Supreme 

Coordination Council for Inter-Civilization Dialogue which coordinated for The Inter- Civilization 

Conference, “All Civilizations in Service of Humanity,” which was under the Patronage of His Majesty 

King Hamad BiEssa Al Khalifa. 

 

Noor Al Suwaidi 

 

Noor is an artist, curator and cultural Producer. She is an advisor on the cultural diplomacy board of meridian 

international center and currently holds the role of patron’s manager at Abu Dhabi Art. Al Suwaidi graduated 

in 2004 with a Bachelor’s degree in Studio Art from the American University in Washington, D.C. In 2009 she 

obtained a Master’s degree in Curating Contemporary Design from Kingston University, London.   
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Nour Al Mukhled 

 

Nour al-Mukhled is a Kuwait-based activist concerned with women rights and political justice. She is the project 

manager of the Abolish 153 campaign and a consultant at the Ibtkar Political Consultancy. 

 

 

 

Noura Al Zadjali 

 

 

Noura Al Zadjali is a member of the Omani Society for Fine Arts since 1995 and is also a member of the Omani 

Women Society. She holds a bachelor's degree in Business Administration. 
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Nourah AlKhaled 

 

 

Nourah AlKhaled is a Managing Partner at Torch Innovation Partners Consultancy W.L.L. Nourah holds a 

bachelor’s degree from Boston University with dual concentrations in Management Information Systems (MIS) 

and Finance. 

 

 

 

Dr. Salwa Al Jassar 

 

 

Dr. Salwa al-Jassar was one of four women elected to the National Assembly of Kuwait in the 2009 legislative 

election. She holds a Ph.D. in philosophy from the United States as well as a Master's Degree in education 

and a bachelor’s in geography from Kuwait University. She is an assistant professor at Kuwait University's 

College of Education. She recently served as an adviser to the United Nations Development Programme office 

in Kuwait. She is also a member of the Board of Education-Faculty of Education at Kuwait University as well 

as a board member of the Kuwait Transparency Society and President of the Women’s Empowerment Center. 
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Shaima Al Belooshi 

 

 

Shaima Al Belooshi is currently in the process of establishing the first Emirati-lead feminist initiative in the UAE 

that seeks to support the UAE government gender balance agenda. She holds two bachelor degrees in African 

Studies and International Politics, and three master's degrees in Diplomacy & International relations, 

International & Civil Security, and International Business & Emerging Markets. 

 

 

Dr. Shayma Fawwaz 

 

 

Dr. Shayma Fawwaz is the founder of progressive and forward-thinking GOSSIP The Brand in 2013. She holds 

a Bachelor of Science in Microbiology with a Business Administration Minor and PhD in Genetics from the 

George Washington University, Washington, D.C. She also holds an EMBA from the London Business School, 

London, UK. She was the Vice President for Healthcare at Mubadala Investment Company as well as the 

Asset Manager Cleveland Clinic Abu Dhabi.  

 

 

 



 

 

WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP SERIES IN THE GCC 

 
 

23 

 

 

Wafa Al Obaidat 

 

 

Wafa Al Obaidat is the Chief Executive Officer and Creative Director of Obai and Hill. Wafa is a feature 

contributor to Start Up Bahrain, an award-winning independent publication for startups and entrepreneurship, 

and a columnist at Khaleejesque Magazine where she writes about startups, design, and the creative industry 

in the Middle East. Wafa is a committee member of the SME Society in the Bahrain Chamber of Commerce. 

Wafa earned her Bachelor’s Degree in Interior and Spatial Design from Chelsea College of Art and Design at 

the University of the Arts in London. She is fluent in Arabic and English. 

 

 

Dr. Yasmin Altwaijri 

 

Dr. Yasmin Altwaijri is a Senior Scientist and Head of Epidemiology Research at the King Faisal Specialist 

Hospital and Research Center in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, and a Visiting Faculty at Harvard University College 

of Medicine. Dr. Altwaijri is also a member of the Board of Directors of AlNahda Philanthropic Organization, 

an organization actively involved in many initiatives aiming at Saudi women's empowerment and creating 

avenues for their contribution to sustainability.  
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Yussra Al Ajlan 

 

 

Yussra Al Ajlan is the founder of Istqrar project that aim to relieve financial hardship on the Bidoon families in 

Kuwait. Al Ajlan holds a Bachelor’s Degree in International Relations and Masters in International Studies and 

Diplomacy from the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, UK.  

 

Zainab Alsammak 

 

 

Zainab Alsammak works as a course administrator at the IMF’s Middle East Center for Economics and Finance 

(CEF) in Kuwait. In addition, she is a research director at Mudhawi’s List. Alsammak holds a Bachelor’s degree 

in international Relations from the American University of Kuwait and a Master’s degree in International Law 

from SOAS University of London, (UK).  
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Zarqa Parvez 

 

 

Zarqa Parves is currently a lecturer in the Middle Eastern Studies department at College of Humanities and 

Sciences at Hamad Bin Khalifa University. She is the founder of the Women's Society and Development Club 

at Georgetown University Qatar. Parvez is also a PhD student at Durham University and her research focus 

includes: Nationalism, National Identity, Women, State and Society in the Gulf Region. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR 

 

The representation of women in the public sphere in the GCC remains higher than that in 

the private sector in all the Gulf States [Table 1] across all the GCC states, it is most common 

that women hired in the public sector work in the field of education, healthcare 

administrations and social work (World Bank 2018). 

 

Country Women’s participation in the public sector  

Bahrain 48% 

KSA  38% 

Kuwait 59% 

Oman  42% 

Qatar  28% 

UAE  66%  

 

TABLE 1. WOMEN PARTICIPATION IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR IN BAHRAIN, KSA, KUWAIT, OMAN, 

QATAR AND UAE. Data for Bahrain from Supreme Council for Women (2015), for KSA from the General Authority for Statistics 

(2020), for Kuwait from Central Statistical Bureau (2020), for Oman from Gulf News (2020), for Qatar from Quartz (2018) and for UAE 

from Global Affairs Review (2020).  

 

According to Dr. Lubna Al Kazi, President of the Women’s Research and Studies Center at 

Kuwait University, there has been a minor increase in the recruitment of women in the 

Kuwaiti public sector recently in non-stereotypical roles such as in public works, planning 

and economic affairs. In line with the vision of the New Kuwait to have more women in 

decision making positions and leadership roles, Dr. Al Kazi stated that the Kuwaiti 

government is one of the few governments in the GCC that provided leadership training for 

women in 2018-2020. 

  

Despite the fact that many Kuwaiti women work in the public sector, Dr. Moudhi Al Humoud, 

former Minister of Housing and Education, expressed her concern about the low percentage 

of women that occupy leadership positions, which stands at 12%, stating that “the 

percentage of women representation in leadership positions in Kuwait does not correlate 

with the percentage of educated women that have the competence to lead.” This low 

representation of women in leadership positions can be seen in both the appointed and 

elected bodies of these six states.  
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However, the solution to integrating more women’s leadership in the government sector may 

lie in having a pro-active body to oversee this process. For example in Bahrain, Shura 

Council member, H.E Nancy Khedouri stated that in the public sector, governmental 

institutions have “Equal Opportunity” committees that promote training and career 

advancement for both sexes and make sure that there is no discrimination.  

  

Similarly, Jawaher Al Sudairy, Director for Research at Al Nahdah Society, spoke about how 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is including women’s leadership in various aspects from policy 

and infrastructure change to directly appointing and restructuring both the private and the 

public sector. She added that this process is not just about the want or need to employ 

women, it also includes addressing key biases in policy that are affecting women’s 

participation. According to Al Sudairy, much of the recent policy making has tried to shift 

women from being mainly active in the social and NGO space to now moving into political 

and economic sectors, and even in having representation on influential board positions. 

However, she added that women leaders are still a minority and are highly underrepresented 

even in lower managerial positions.  

 

Despite all that, women still prefer working in the public sector in Saudi Arabia because 

according to Dr. Moudhi Al Jamea, Vice President of STC and Dean of the ICT School at 

STC Academy, it is more enticing in terms of working hours and salary. Looking at the 

situation from a UAE perspective and across all six States, Dr. May AlDabbagh, Assistant 

Professor at NYU Abu Dhabi, stated that the pressure of the international community and 

the intra-GCC competition drives many countries to promote women in the public sector, 

therefore it may not be surprising that this is the sector where there has been a great 

increase and visibility for women in decision making positions. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN APPOINTED POSITIONS 

 

Despite the noticeable efforts to promote women in leadership and policymaking positions 

such as the historical appointment of a female parliamentary speaker in the UAE in 2015, 

Amal Al Qubaisi, the first female appointed as deputy minister of labor and social 

development in Saudi Arabia in 2018, Tamader bin Youssef Al-Rammah and the first 

appointment of female judges in Kuwait in 2020, women’s representation in appointed 

positions in the GCC still remains very low. 

 

Women Representation in Appointed Bodies in the GCC (Nationals) 

 

 Bahrain KSA Kuwait Oman Qatar UAE 

Council of 

Ministers 

4% None 6% 12% 8% 28% 

Consultativ

e Council 

23% 20% N/A N/A 10% 20% 

Council of 

State 

N/A N/A N/A 18% N/A N/A 

Municipal 

Council 

N/A (only 

elected) 

1.2% 17% N/A (only 

elected) 

N/A (only 

elected) 

N/A (only 

elected) 

Judges 9% None 1% None 6% 7% (two 

in the 

Federal 

Judiciary) 

 

TABLE 2. WOMEN REPRESENTATION IN THE APPOINTED BODIES IN THE GCC (NATIONALS). Data for  

Council of Ministers for Bahrain from House of Representitives (2019), for Kuwait from Kuwait Government Online (2020), for Oman from 

Oman News Agency (2020), for Qatar from the Government Communication Office (2020) and for UAE from UAE Embassy in LA portal 

(2020). Data for Consultative Council for Bahrain from the Shura Council (2020), for KSA from Saudi Embassy (2013), for Qatar from Al 

Shura Council (2020) and for UAE from the Official Portal of the UAE Government (2020). Data for Council of State for Oman from Oman 

State Council (2020). Data for Municipal Council for KSA from Al Nahda Research Center (2020) and for Kuwait from KUNA- Kuwait News 

Agency (2018). Data for Judges for Bahrain from Deena Al Khalifa (2020), for Kuwait Gulf News (2020), for Qatar from the UN ESCWA 

Report (2019) and for UAE from Gulf News (2019). 

 

According to Deena Al Khalifa, Assistant Secretary General for the Supreme Council for 

Women, in the Kingdom of Bahrain, there are certain mechanisms for appointing women to 

public office that are based on qualifications. In spite of the historically low percentage of 

women in executive positions, around 10% as of 2000, Al Khalifa stated that today, women 
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can be seen in undersecretary levels and other positions of decision making, which indicates 

that they are being prepped to hold higher governmental positions.  

 

Maimuna Al Sulaimani, an appointed member of Oman’s Human Rights Commission, 

mentioned that currently in Oman, there are eight new female deputy ministers and three 

women ministers, adding that there is a need for more focus on gender-bias and ethnic 

diversity in leadership positions. Building on that point, Mira Al Hussein, a PhD candidate at 

the University of Cambridge, stated that state feminism in the case of the UAE is very 

important to get women in leadership appointments in the non-cosmopolitan areas, adding 

that most women reach positions of power not just through their own aspiration to lead but 

through governmental support, so it is the state that determines who is appointed to a 

leadership post. 

  

When it comes to the public perception of women’s leadership, Al Hussein said that 

perceived “deficiencies” in women when they have achieved positions of power are often 

highlighted (e.g. not married, no children, divorced...etc.) and that in an attempt to fix this 

perception, the state appointed more women, but in soft power positions, to maintain certain 

aspects of ‘traditionalism’ and to appeal to varying degrees of conservatism and religiosity 

in all the seven emirates. 

  

In the case of Qatar, Dr. Amal Al Malki, Founding Dean of the College of Humanities and 

Social Sciences at Hamad bin Khalifa University, stated that even when women do hold 

office, they don’t seem to prioritize the issue of gender inequality in their agendas. In Qatar, 

state role models such as Sheikha Mouzah, the wife of the previous emir and mother of the 

current one, and Sheikha Mayassa the emir’s sister, selective appointments, and national 

employment policies such as “Qatarization” also played a role in women’s empowerment 

and paved the way for greater visibility and inclusion for women in positions of power. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN ELECTED POSITIONS 

 

Parallel to women’s representation in appointed leadership positions, women’s 

representation in elected bodies such as municipal councils and national parliaments in 

the Gulf States also remains low compared to their male counterparts. 

 

Women’s Representation in Elected Bodies in the GCC (Nationals) 

 

 Bahrain KSA Kuwait Oman Qatar UAE 

Consultative Council N/A N/A N/A 2% N/A 35% 

Council of Representatives 

(Parliament) 

15% N/A 1.58% 2.33% N/A N/A 

Municipal Council 23% 1% N/A 3% 7% 2% 

 

TABLE 3. WOMEN REPRESENTATION IN THE ELECTED BODIES IN THE GCC (NATIONALS).  Data for 

Consultative Council Oman from Oman News Agency (2020) and for UAE from the Official Portal of the UAE Government (2020). Data 

for Council of Representatives for Bahrain from IPU Parline Database (2020), for Kuwait from IPU Parline Database (2020), for Oman 

from IPU Parline Database (2020). Data for Municipal Council for Bahrain from Supreme Council for Women (2015), for KSA from Al 

Nahda Research Center (2020), for Oman from Oman State Council (2020), for Qatar from the Government Communication Office (2020) 

and for UAE from the Official Portal of the UAE Government (2020). 

 

The disparity between elected men and women has always been high but it has changed 

significantly in some states in recent years. In Kuwait, the percentage of women in elected 

office actually decreased over the past six years. When women in Kuwait were granted their 

political rights in 2005, four women won seats in the 2009 elections, since then, there has 

only been one woman in parliament. Today, after the 2020 Elections, there isn’t a single 

female in parliament. 

  

One of Kuwait’s first female members of parliament Dr. Salwa Al Jassar stated that running 

for office must be preceded by social and political presence to appeal to a wide spectrum of 

voters. When speaking about her experience as one of the first women elected to Kuwait’s 

parliament, she pointed out how it was a battle at first, especially since some influential 

political groups, such as the Islamists, were strongly resistant to women being included in 

the political field because ‘it threatened their seats’. Dr. AlJassar added that the female MPs 

were politically bullied even when trying to join committees which was difficult when they 

were out of the lobbying structure within the national assembly. She expressed her 

frustration at the unfair way the media portrayed women’s political contribution, saying that 
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despite the fact that the women MPs in that term presented 11 legal suggestions regarding 

women’s issues the media always state that they didn't do enough. 

  

Huda Al Juraissi, an elected member of Riyadh’s Municipal Council, spoke about her 

experience in running for the municipal council in Riyadh, pointing out that women mainly 

gain their experience from running men’s political campaigns, yet, it is harder for them to 

translate that experience into winning their own seat in an elected office. When she ran, 

however, she received the highest number of votes in her district. Moreover, Al Juraissi 

added that women in Saudi Arabia are now in the phase where they have to prove that they 

are as good as men professionally. 

  

AlJuraissi said that wearing the veil (niqab) actually helped her to get over some issues to 

do with men's resistance to having women join the political field because those who ran for 

elected office wearing a niqab fared better than those who didn’t. 

  

Integration of women in politics is probably easier in places with a bicameral system such 

as in the Kingdom of Bahrain where women occupy seats in both the upper and lower house. 

In addition, Deena AlKhalifa stated that in 2018, the country witnessed the election of the 

first female speaker of the house, Fawzia Zainal, which was a great win.   

 

Being the first woman to win a seat at the Bahrain Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

(BCCI), Afnan AlZayani, President of Al Zayani Commercial Services, shared the obstacles 

she had to overcome, emphasizing the challenging tasks of winning the confidence of a 

male dominated assembly and changing the mindset and stereotype of a male BCCI board. 

According to her, these challenges had to be met with a track record of serious voluntary 

and board participation work, networking, observing cultural taboos, a high work and social 

ethic, full engagement and understanding of the latest issues of interest to the private sector 

and Bahrain at large, and lastly, availability and accessibility. Al Zayani said that even after 

eight years since the first woman became a board member, the idea of electing a female as 

the president of the BCCI is not yet accepted.  

  

The Qatari Shura Council (Consultative Council) will be made up of elected officials 

following the 2021 elections rather than appointed. Dr Amal Al Malki mentioned that almost 

20 years after getting their political rights, women are still underrepresented in political 

bodies in Qatar. 
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The UAE introduced a quota for gender representation in its Federal National Council in 

2018 with a presidential degree allocating 50% of the seats to women. This resulted in 

women gaining 35% of elected seats at the FNC in 2019 which is a remarkable leap, proving 

the power of quotas for women’s political inclusion in the GCC. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR 

 

Similar to the low percentage of women’s representation globally in the private sector (29%) 

(Catalyst 2020), the percentage of women in leadership positions in the private sector Gulf 

States remains low which stems from ‘the problem of invisibility of women in private sector 

workplaces’ (Young 2016). 

 

In all six Gulf States, women in the private sector are mainly represented in clerical 

occupations, retail and wholesale sectors. In Bahrain and Oman, women are also well 

represented in the technical/scientific field and engineering, respectively (Supreme Council 

for Women in Bahrain and Gulf News 2020). According to Dr. Lubna Al Kazi, there has been 

a 3% increase in women in decision making positions in Kuwait since the past five years 

which was greater in the private sector than in the public sector.  

 

According to Besma AlQassar, President of the Women Mentor Forum, the main reason 

behind women’s lack of participation in the private sector is social restrictions, adding that 

there are many cases where women are discouraged by their parents from entering the 

private sector due to the unfamiliarity of the family with the workplace and how it still remains 

as an “unknown entity” to many people. Also, Al Qassar said that most families tend to 

accept banking and telecom sectors more than other sectors because they are more familiar 

and therefore viewed as more secure. 

 

H.E Nancy Khedouri mentioned that women in Bahrain’s private sector occupy the positions 

of chairperson of banks, directors, and members of the Chamber of Commerce. 

Nevertheless, Khedouri stated that with the initiation of the Supreme Council for Women, 

there are further plans set and supported for the advancement of Bahraini women. One of 

the reasons behind the low representation of women’s leadership in the GCC countries 

according to Mashael Fairooz, founder of JEO Capital Management, is that worldwide, male 

privilege has created a built-in advantage for men and this is part of why women still struggle 

today in entering into the private sector and getting to leadership positions.  

 

Noor Al Suwaidi, an Emirati artist, curator and cultural producer, mentioned that Arts and 

Creative Industries could be possibilities for women in the future but that GCC countries 

don’t recognize local talents until they reach a level of international recognition, which is a 

burden that people in more traditional fields don’t feel, while they also get to earn more than 

artists and creative types. She thinks that in the future combining traditional economic fields 

with Artifical Intelligence (AI) skills for jobs will continue to evolve and create new income 
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streams out of necessity. Similarly, Hissa Al Dhaheri, the former Deputy Director of the 

Louvre Abu Dhabi, added that in softer departments like the Arts and Humanities, wherever 

a person is in the world, the number one position is usually always given to a man, followed 

by hard working women in the lower positions. 

 

In the sphere of unequal opportunities, Farah Sultan, Business Development Director at 

Towell International Holding, stated that even in family businesses, which comprise a very 

big part of the private sector in the GCC states, males still have a privilege, in terms of 

leadership and ownership, which may be derived from traditional and religious values, 

reaffirming this mentality. According to her, this privilege is translated in the way the roles 

and tasks are delegated, where male family members are given the opportunities to attend 

board meetings and international conferences while female family members are expected 

to do minimal administration work with no major say in the company. This rhetoric is justified 

by the idea that women are comfortable in the home and do not need to occupy themselves 

with work.  
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN THE CORPORATE WORLD 

 

Over the past ten years there has been a shift in the way that corporations across the GCC 

have begun to view diversity and inclusion. Increasingly programs to empower women and 

the creation of tracks specifically to ensure their accession to leadership positions have been 

implemented in multinationals operating in the region and lately in regional firms in telecom 

and other industries. Dr. Abeer Al Omar, Senior Executive of Corporate Communications 

and Government affairs at EQUATE, explained that such a program was launched at 

EQUATE Petrochemicals which aimed to create a roadmap to encourage and promote 

inclusion and opportunities for women in the organization with the buy-in of the senior 

management (in alignment with the UN women empowerment pillar) which resulted in the 

recruitment of 10 female engineers and the opening of two leadership positions for women. 

According to her, “one must take challenges at face value and work to overcome them rather 

than giving importance to the obstacle itself.” 

 

Dr. Lubna Al Kazi described the initiative that was launched in Kuwait in 2017, with the 

Supreme Council for Development and Planning, the UN and Zain Telecom Company 

named the “Women Ambassadors” program that aimed at tracking women employees and 

giving them training in technology. She said that it was also adopted by companies from the 

banking sector along with the Stock Exchange and EQUATE. Dr. Al Kazi stated that current 

data shows that women’s employment in Kuwait’s private sector has tripled in the past 20 

years because there are advantages and incentives in these companies. 

 

Speaking from her experience and transition from the public to the private sector, Dr. Moudhi 

Al Jamea explained that the private sector is driven by results and that one is expected to 

generate revenue and outcomes regardless of their gender. Dr. Al Jamea discussed the 

legislations and policies that are being implemented in Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and within 

the organization that coincide with the vision of the Kingdom, one of them being the STC 

Women Council that deals with issues that female employees face, and how to enhance the 

environment in terms of regulations in the company that favor females.  

 

Maimuna Al Sulaimani said that in terms of governance and legislations in Oman, vision 

sustainability goals are not biased towards women, however, there are some setbacks in 

effectuating ratified legislations. For instance, Oman joined CEDAW in 2005 and until today 

there is little reflection of the treaty in national laws. For example, there is a need to increase 

women in board levels which could be solved by a legislative quota in the private sector, 
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similar to the one that has just been promoted by the UAE’s 2021 requirement of all listed 

companies to have at least one female board member. 

 

According to Asrar Hayat, co-founder of NOTEK, “women’s wealth in the GCC is estimated 

at $224 billion, which means that one fifth of the high net worth wealth is managed by 

women. Yet, most investment opportunities are designed for men, which makes it an 

untapped opportunity for the region’s wealth managers and private banking.” 

 



 

 

WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP SERIES IN THE GCC 

 
 

37 

WOMEN’S ROLE IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

In many ways the challenges faced by entrepreneurial women in the GCC are similar to 

those faced by women elsewhere, and yet there are specific challenges and contributions 

that women in this part of the world are making in the SME and social entrepreneurship 

space that is unique to the region. Governments have introduced some reforms to 

encourage more women into this space (Mathew, 2019) but social and commercial practices 

still favor male domination and male leadership.  

 

According to Mashael Fairooz, the lack of opportunity forces women to become more 

creative and create their own businesses. Adding to that, Dalal Bouresly, CEO of D’s Table, 

mentioned that women in the GCC are actually more creative in their own businesses and 

this explains why many women have established their own companies, especially in Kuwait. 

In an attempt to encourage SMEs, Bouresly mentioned the efforts the Kuwaiti government 

was putting through the National fund for SME Development, resulting in more women trying 

to make the leap to the private sector as entrepreneurs. 

 

 Dr. Lubna Al Kazi stated that one of the main goals of Kuwait in accordance with the UN’s 

Sustainable Development Goals is to move towards a diversified economy, away from oil, 

which is an approach many Gulf states are taking. Dr. Al Kazi added that The Supreme 

Council of Development and Planning with the Women’s Research Studies Center (WRSC), 

UN Women and UNDP have been working with the private sector to encourage them to 

employ more women, give women more training opportunities within their organization, 

promote more women in the workforce and buy goods from female lead SMEs so that it 

would be a supply chain that would help small and medium entrepreneurs.  

 

Ingy Ali Reza, Founder of Think Inc., mentioned that she sees opportunities for women in 

health, nutrition, psychological well-being, child rearing, nurturing, exercise and fitness as 

they are flexible jobs which may be a better fit for women with a busy life, making them 

female dominated fields with a lot of future potential as it also extends the money-making 

years for women beyond the more limited scope of traditional work places. 

 

According to Princess Fahda Bandar, co-founder and managing partner of the Traveling 

Panther, due to the attractiveness of the recent amendments made to Saudi Arabia’s public 

sector, many leading women of industry, entrepreneurs and SMEs quit their jobs to join the 

public sector. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS 

 

Engaging women in the NGO space happened at different times and with varying levels of 

top down versus grass root engagements across the GCC states. In some countries like 

Bahrain and Kuwait, civil society activity and women’s engagement in it happened at a much 

earlier stage due to earlier access to education and entrance into the labor market 

(Alsharekh, 2018), while in others it was more of government led initiatives to highlight 

women’s contribution to society that became more energized as women’s empowerment 

took center stage in development goals. 

 

According to Mai AlSokair, Assistant Director of Corporate Development at the Sultan Bin 

Abdul Aziz Humanitarian City, women make up 70% of NGO employees in the world, but 

only 30% of its leadership. In the GCC, women-led NGOs and movements have been 

prevalent since the 1960’s and 1970’s in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, which were 

influenced by the cultural movement in Egypt and the Levant. Other GCC states like Oman 

and the UAE also witnessed women oriented initiatives later on in the 1980’s. Qatar joined 

in 2000 with the initiation of the Women’s Affairs Committee (Al Najar, 2003). 

  

AlSokair stated that in Saudi Arabia, the NGO sector provided room for engagement and 

work for women when Saudi was not very friendly or open to them in the labor market. She 

added that Saudi Arabia’s vision of 2030 focuses on NGO empowerment and that the 

Kingdom has started to teach patriotism and civil engagement classes to both boys and 

girls. 

  

In Oman, Noor AlZedjali, board member of the Omani Women’s Society, said that there are 

59 NGOs that focus on women, mainly on education, support for childcare and other issues 

related to children. AlZedjali highlighted the effect NGOs have in promoting women in the 

labor market, explaining the success of the program they conducted on the engagement of 

women in electoral marketing. Marwa Al Khalifa, President of the Animal and Environment 

Protection Charity Organisation, stated that there is a challenging mindset towards certain 

issues when it comes to NGOs in Bahrain, adding that people view women who talk about 

or fight for animal rights as “bored housewives that have nothing better to do.” She added 

that women tend to receive harsh criticism on social media and other platforms for defending 

selective subjects. According to her, if it was a man standing for the same cause he would 

not receive this kind of criticism. 
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Another obstacle Marwa AlKhalifa shared was that she had to rely on foreign colleges and 

entities to recognize her work in order to gain recognition and appreciation from Bahrain. 

Similar to that, Yusra AlAjlan, Founder of the Istiqrar Project, said that even in Kuwait, 

foreign entities are almost always the first in recognizing and supporting NGOs, but 

sometimes choose not to when the cause is considered a sensitive subject, like the Bidoon 

(stateless) issue. One of the financial barriers facing NGOs now, according to Marwa Al 

Khalifa, is the involvement of Islamic charities with controversial fundraising in the GCC, 

which made it harder for everyone to get financing for their projects.  

  

Within the context of NGOs in Kuwait, Heba Al-Ali, chair of the Executive Board and 

Founding Member of Birth Kuwait, shared her opinion that there is a lack of representation 

for non-Kuwaiti women in the NGO sector, despite them being a majority. 

  

According to Shayma AlBlooshi, former diplomat and feminist activist, the UAE does not 

have a non-governmental approach that focuses on women’s issues. When trying to assert 

the need for such an NGO, her group had to clarify how a feminist organization will serve 

the needs of men to convince them, and only then were they willing to consider her 

application. AlBlooshi mentioned that there was resistance from the UAE community 

because resistance to the idea of “feminism” and an entity dedicated to that purpose. 

  

Dr. Shayma Fawwaz, Founder of GOSSIP, stated that PR and media have a major effect 

on authorities and it often gets them involved instantly. In the GCC especially, social media 

has a major role in stimulating the governments to provide responses to certain questions 

or even to take action on so many causes. Better use of media is one of the tools that could 

be used to change mindsets and to advocate for important causes that should be raised and 

highlighted in the society. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF QUOTAS IN THE GCC 

 

Like other places in the world that are grappling with the lack of female political and 

economic participation, some GCC countries have embraced quotas as a temporary or 

permanent solution to this issue, while others, such as Kuwait, despite no women getting 

elected to the parliament in the 2020 election (15 years after women had gained their 

political rights), are still reluctant to do so. In some Gulf States like Oman, there is no 

preference for the implementation of the quota system despite the low representation of 

women in politics, according to Maimuna Al Solaimani. 

  

As of today, out of all the GCC states, gender based quotas have only been implemented in 

Saudi Arabia in 2013, when the late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz issued a royal decree that 

stipulates women must hold 20% of the seats in the Consultative Council, and the UAE in 

2019, where a quota also set by royal decree stated that women must occupy 50% of the 

seats in the Federal National Council and a quota for listed private sector boards that have 

to include at least one female member. 

 

Similarly, sometimes the quota system is disregarded even by some women because they 

believe that it is seen as an unfair advantage which they [women] don’t need, and the fear 

of women losing their credibility when they are enabled through a quota. 

  

Dr. Lina Abu Rifeh, Executive Director of the Arab Institute for Women at the Lebanese 

Amercian University, stated that the implementation of a quota is a necessary starting point. 

She said that normalizing women’s representation and creating an enabling environment for 

them starts to turn things around. Dr. Lina Abu Rifeh added that, “If you don’t grant some 

kind of positive discrimination to level the playing field, equality will not be achieved.” Dr. 

Lina Abu Rifeh spoke about her experience in Afganistan where in 2005, women won rights 

to 25% representation in parliament through a quota. She was Senior Gender Officer at the 

UN at that time working on women’s political participation. She stated that the 

implementation of the quota was only “the beginning of the battle” as 75% of the parliament 

is represented by men who are not accustomed to negotiating with women. Now, there is a 

28% representation for women in that same parliament. Dr. Abu Rifeh concluded by saying 

that unless women have a seat in the table, every table, all the time and at every level, 

policies in countries will be flawed and incomplete. 
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Much like Dr. Lina Abu Rifeh’s stance, Dr. Amal Al Malki stated that the implementation of 

quotas is a much needed strategy to ensure women’s representation, especially in a culture 

that has patriarchal attitudes that are justified by selective interpretations of religious texts 

that discriminate against and set limitations for women. 

 

Dr. Moudhi Al Humoud, who disapproved of quotas for the longest time, suggested that a 

temporary quota should be implemented to increase the representation of women in Kuwait, 

not only in the political arena but in the economic one as well.  

 

“Women have to battle against the built-in advantage of being male, and people tend to 

focus on the issue of equality in process when it comes to gender quotas rather than equality 

in result,” Dr. AlAnoud Al Sharekh, Director of Ibtkar Strategic Consultancy, pointed out, 

asserting that, “Sometimes we hear that ‘the people have chosen’, but are we talking about 

a democratic process where the people choose between equally empowered candidates 

and chose not to choose women? Or are we talking about a people that has been immersed 

in the negative dialogue around women in leadership and are naturally averse to selecting 

women?” 
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CHALLENGES 

 

The low placement of GCC states in global indexes such as the World Economic Forum’s 

Global Gender Gap Report and the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law Report is 

indicative of the restrictions women in this region still face despite greater gender equality 

reform, and the urgent need for change. Dr. Moudhi Al Humoud stated that in her opinion, 

traditional and cultural beliefs serve as the main barriers to women’s leadership in the Gulf 

countries. Magnifying Dr. Al Humoud’s statement, Dr. Abeer Al Omar added that while 

growing up, women are expected to take their responsibility at home very seriously, 

explaining the prevalent rhetoric that a woman’s career will undermine her role as a wife and 

mother.   

 

According to the Honorable Lujaina Darwish, member of Oman’s State Council, “Married 

women find it hard to get accepted in the workforce because those in charge worry that she 

would get pregnant and not prioritize her job.” 

 

Dr. Hind Al-Moftah expressed her concern on how the disparity between gender rights is 

drastically increasing, explaining the effect of culture on this disparity, not just in Qatar but 

worldwide. Asrar Hayat stated that gender inequality is a critical economic challenge in 

Kuwait, and it cannot be separated from political empowerment. When it comes to the 

obstacles facing women getting jobs, Hayat mentioned that these are the main ones: family, 

weak funding for female-led SMEs, training restrictions, nepotism (wasta), and labor law 

discriminations. In addition, she stated that women themselves are contributing to the issue 

of limitations by not planning properly for their careers.  

  

Despite motherhood’s revered status in Gulf Arab societies, Dr. Fatima BoJarwah, Assistant 

Professor of Information Science at Kuwait University, expressed her concern about the 

cultural and policy issues that don’t help females progress in their career, especially during 

motherhood (such as maternity leave), which limits a female’s chances of getting a 

promotion, hindering qualified women. Heba Al-Ali echoed those sentiments, stating that 

there is a lack of empowerment for motherhood within society and in the workforce, which 

is an issue that must be addressed.  

  

Other cultural impediments that many women encounter in the GCC states according to 

Hawazen Al Nusseif, Environmental, Social and Governance Director at the National Energy 

Services Reunited Corporation, include dress codes and religious barriers which are both 
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self-imposed or demanded by families, such as needing a male companion (muhram) to 

travel for work purposes, or not working in places that require you to uncover your face if 

you’re a woman. In addition, Hawazen Al Nusseif said that there is conditioning for women 

not to push themselves into work which reinforces glass ceilings. In the sphere of legal 

barriers, Hawazen Al Nusseif said that the segregation laws in the ministry of labor in the 

KSA (which are similar to those in some other GCC states), serve as barriers to women 

entry into certain fields, highlighting the most crucial one in her opinion is that women can’t 

work past a certain hour. 

 

Within the scope of limitations, Dr. Fatma BoJarwah addressed the structural issue of the 

Civil Service Commission (Dewan Al Khedma Al Madaniyah) in Kuwait, where she said that 

it is not matching graduates with proper jobs because the archaic system used is very rigid 

and hierarchical. Thus, STEM jobs, which is a field that includes many female graduates, 

get outsourced to private agents. Dr. Yasmine AlTowaijri, Head of Epidemiology Research 

at King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Center, addressed a similar issue where 

even though there are no structural barriers for graduating from and entering the STEM field 

in Saudi Arabia, it still has a problem with retaining these women and allowing them to grow 

in their field of study after graduating.  

 

Furthermore, Dr. AlAnoud Al Sharekh addressed the main drawback to the government’s 

training program to empower women, saying that it wasn’t tied to a specific pathway to get 

them to leadership positions. “They trained the women, invested in them, but then did not 

make use of this training other than creating a database,” Dr. AlSharekh remarked.  

 

When it comes to the public perception of women in leadership, Hissa Al Dhaheri said that 

a woman’s expertise is always questioned in a way a man’s never is. For example, there 

are always directives to women to develop themselves, to work on leadership, or to wait 

until she is older and more experienced, but men almost never receive such comments. 

  

Wafa Al Obaidat, CEO and Creative Director of Obaid and Hill, mentioned a few incidents 

where she said that she would receive demeaning comments like “you’re so passionate and 

cute” or “calm down, there’s no need to get too excited.” 

  

Within the sphere of obstacles and barriers to fair opportunities, Asrar Hayat mentioned that 

the unpaid labor of women doesn’t get included in economic calculations, adding that it is 

crucial to include women in the labor market in order to increase the GDP. She said that 

gender inequality is a critical economic challenge and it cannot be separated from political 
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empowerment. Moreover, she spoke about economic violence against women and the lack 

of studies regarding the topic, using examples of how it happens through male family 

members trying to control women’s finances. She said that there is a dire need to open up 

investment opportunities, especially for women’s wealth.  

 

Within the context of economic challenges, Ingy Alireza said that the perceived role of 

women is to support men to increase their economic capacity which is the biggest barrier to 

women’s empowerment, this means that women end up having dual roles where they’re 

supporting two careers (their own and their partner’s) and their commitment to other social 

norms like being the primary caretakers for elderly parents. 

  

In conclusion, Dr. AlAnoud Al Sharekh asserted that “You can’t empower women without 

removing the mechanisms that disempower them. Maybe what’s lacking from our visions is 

the side that looks at abuse, divorce, custody and inheritance, among other things.” 

 



 

 

WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP SERIES IN THE GCC 

 
 

45 

COVID-19 VS. WOMEN IN THE WORKFORCE 

 

Worldwide, the consequences of Covid-19 have resulted in drastic changes, in some cases 

positive and in others negative, both economically and socially. For women in the Gulf, the 

pandemic has amplified biases women have faced for years. According to Hessa Al 

Mohannadi, it has placed a double burden on their shoulders where they have to work while 

making sure their children attend their online courses or teaching them themselves. 

  

However, it may also have had some positives for women in the workforce during the crisis 

in some GCC states, as the the pandemic might have created new opportunities for them. 

For instance, Hawazen Al Nusseif stated that women’s entry in the market is actually 

advancing because of the impact of Covid-19, stating that many women are working in 

logistics and transportation because of the businesses that require delivery of groceries and 

other basics through different applications like Marsool, Uber, Kareem, among other delivery 

companies, which is unusual, especially in a conservative society like Saudi Arabia. Al 

Nusseif added that the unemployment of women was not hit as bad as that of men, where 

they stand at 11% (women) and 46% (men) respectively. The reasoning for this in Al 

Nusseif’s opinion was that the unemployment among women is four times higher in KSA 

than of men. 

  

Dr. Moudhi Al Jamea mentioned that due to the efficiency of working from home during the 

pandemic, the Saudi Telecommunication Company (STC) has initiated a “work from home” 

policy which resolved other issues for many females, such as the ICT female graduates that 

were not able to join the company due to mobility issues; thus, in her opinion, attracting more 

females to work in the private sector. 

  

Moreover, H.E Nancy Khedouri mentioned that since the very beginning, women had the 

first priority when it came to the supermarkets and working from home. The civil service 

bureau passed a law that stated that all organizations in the public sector should have less 

than 70% of their employees physically come to work while the rest can work virtually. 

  

Noor Al Suwaidi said women need to be educated on opportunities, social impact, 

investments and start-ups, especially since travel and tourism were hit very hard by the 

Covid-19 crisis. In addition, she said that the load of work during this crisis has fallen on 

lower-paid women, showing that higher paid men in leadership positions may not be as 

necessary as before. Contrary to women’s situation in Saudi Arabia, Maimuna Al Sulaimani 

said that due to the slow economic growth during the pandemic, 20,000 women left the 



 

 

WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP SERIES IN THE GCC 

 
 

46 

workforce in Oman. Al Sulaimani concluded that “Covid-19 has put everyone on “maternity 

leave” and boosted parenting rights, and that is something that should be capitalized on.” 
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CONCLUSION: SPEAKERS AND PARTICIPANTS’ RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Throughout the course of the panels, the speakers and participants discussed some policies 

and regulations that should be enforced to further enhance women in the workforce’s 

opportunities for leadership positions that could serve as an incentive for women to reach 

these positions in the private and public sector based on performance. For a female national 

from the GCC to become a fully active participant in economic and political activities, both 

speakers and participants believe that this requires further effort and empowerment from 

the government. Hence, the legislative changes are essential but it still requires a support 

system that can tackle issues beyond legal change to help women reach leadership 

positions and become high-level decision makers. The following are set of 

recommendations that the speakers and participants discussed during our series:  

 

• QUOTAS: 
 

It is important to highlight that the idea of setting quotas in any field that require women’s 

participation do not actually discriminate against men, but it is more to compensate for the 

actual barriers caused by society and social norms that prevent women from accessing a 

fair share of any leaderships seats whether they be political, private and public sector 

leadership at all levels. Quotas do not have to be permanent, they can be a temporary 

solution to shed light on women participation and skills. Having proven to be successful 

solutions to guaranteeing women’s immediate participation in political and economic 

decision making, mandatory and incentivized quotas should be adopted and implemented 

across all six states. 

 

 

• EQUALITY IN ACTION: 

 

Gender equality is a human right. Women have the right to live with dignity and freedom 

wherever they may be. Empowered women are to be recognized as capable to contribute 

to their families and communities as a whole similarly to how capable men can. The 

speakers and participants agreed that focusing on equality in the workplace through 

education early on in schools will play a big role in shaping the minds of the upcoming 

generation, since it is no longer about physical labor. Therefore a meaningful re-examination 

of curriculums, HR policies and legal provisions that do not espouse the spirit of mutual 

respect and equality needs to take place in every GCC country. 
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• MEDIA INITIATIVES: 

 

Digital platforms worldwide have set standards on how to influence the masses, through 

shaping public opinion on different topics and creating a space to discuss issues safely 

online. Through these platforms, policy makers can reframe the conversation on inclusion 

and reshape the debates about it. Media laws that explicitly forbid hateful or derogatory 

language against women are important as is using government channels in new and 

traditional media to change the narrative around women’s leadership which has proven 

effective in both the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the UAE recently. 

 

• NUMBERS AND INDEXES: 
 

Documentation of state level statistics and indexes of women holding leadership positions 

on the local and regional level is important. The data works as proof of development or as 

an indicator of lack of opportunities for women to get the positions they deserve. It is also 

an effective tool to engage policy makers and provide quantitative data to enforce quotas or 

legislative change. Numbers are important in assessing the progress of statewide or 

regional initiatives and in seeing whether KPIs have been achieved or not, as well as inviting 

deeper analysis of the reasons behind the results and the “story” that the numbers are 

telling. 

 

• INCENTIVES AND REWARDS: 
 

To get more women to join the private sector there should be clear incentives and programs 

dedicated to mentoring and supporting women to ascend the leadership ranks. Women in 

the public sector would also benefit from more transparent and gender neutral HR practices 

that would reward and promote based on clear performance measures. 

 

• EDUCATION: 
 

Focusing on equality in the work place needs to start at an early age. Curriculums at schools 

need to be re-evaluated and updated to reflect today’s economic reality of a two income 

household in the GCC and not outdated stereotypical and traditional gender roles. 
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• PROTECTION: 
 

Implementing an anti-sexual harassment mandate that is enforceable by law and enforced 

in work places through clear reporting mechanisms and best practices ratified through a 

globally held standard saunas ILO Convention 190. Re-evaluating legal loopholes and 

socio-economic practices may ensure that women are not exploited or disregarded in the 

workplace. 

 

• DEDICATED GENDER DEVELOPMENT BODIES: 
 

The presence of empowered governmental bodies that can track and commission dedicated 

research and develop country specific policy recommendations are instrumental in bringing 

about change for women’s status in general and leadership opportunities specifically. 
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