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Half the country, twice the potential
Without Plentiful Private Sector Jobs, Women Will Continue
to Leave the Labor Force

Female labor force participation at age 20 and 24
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Problem Analysis
Historically, Egyptian women have faced significant Women have had very limited access to high-quality formal
constraints in accessing economic opportunities. Today, private sector jobs; and in recent years, this problem has been
women are graduating from secondary and post-second- compounded by a decline in public sector job opportunities
ary school at the same rate as men, but despite this in- that educated women have traditionally counted on. This reli-
vestment in education young women today face a tough ance on the public sector has limited fields of study and shaped
labor market, with an unemployment rate of over 40 perceptions of what constitutes a ‘good job’ for women. In ad-
percent. As a result, Egypt’s already-low labor force par- dition, other factors limit women’s entry into the private sector:
ticipation rate among women aged 15-29 dropped from
21 percent in 1998 to 19 percent in 2012. At age 30, only 1. Women earn significantly lower wages in the private sec-
12 percent of women are formally employed. Less than tor than in the public sector than men with commen-
6 percent of women of working age are employed in the surate skills. Literate women in the public sector earn
private sector. between 2 and 22 percent less than men with similar




Women's fertility and formal private sector employment rate
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educational attainment, compared to gaps of 30 to 50
percent between men and women employed in the for-
mal private sector.

2. Public sector jobs have other characteristics that make
them more valued by women, such as shorter working
hours, generous benefits and leave or greater schedule
flexibility. These considerations are especially relevant to
working mothers who need to balance their dual roles.

3. Women face significant mobility barriers, which include,
but are not restricted to physical mobility. Conservative
social norms that place strong emphasis on women’s
roles within the home can be a powerful disincentive to
seek work. These in turn combine with laws that lim-
it women’s choice in whether and where to work, and
their mobility outside the home. This in turn implies
that women are restricted to a smaller set of jobs closer
to home.

4. Formal private sector jobs are concentrated in metropol-
itan Egypt (see Issues Note 4), and because women face
higher mobility barriers as well as concerns about safety,
their ability to bridge the distance to these jobs through
commuting or migrating is limited. Women within 40
km of the center of a metropolitan area have a formal
private sector employment rate of approximately 16 per-
cent, but outside that radius the employment rate drops
to 3 percent or below. Moreover, the lack of formal jobs
is associated with higher fertility rates, and we argue in
the report that it is the decline in opportunities that has
triggered the spurt in fertility rather than vice versa.

Solutions

The most important pre-condition to expand economic op-
portunities for Egypts increasingly educated female work-
force is an increase in the supply and diversity of private
sector jobs. In areas with a high human capital deficit like
rural Upper Egypt, women can take on a leading role in
service delivery, especially in girls’ education and maternal
and child health. In addition, young women’s labor market
prospects can be improved by:

I.  Creating a safe and accessible working environment
The 2014 Constitution affirms women’s rights on many
fronts including the protection of women from all forms
of violence (Article 11). However, implementation and
enforcement of these provisions remains key in ensuring
a safe working environment. Provision of safe, reliable
transport and an expansion in the public transportation
network will have disproportionate benefits for women;
as will ensuring that “women-only” spaces in public
transportation in Egypt are genuinely safe spaces. Fur-
thermore, monitoring and increasing awareness can also
help build civic intolerance for harassment.

Il. Help balancing dual responsibilities
By lowering the costs of childcare while retaining the
incentive to work, mothers can more easily continue to
participate in the workforce. Flexible working hours and
home-based work are another way to facilitate the inte-
gration of non-working women into the labor force.

W, Investing in skills that are in demand in the private
sector
Initiatives to encourage young women to seek training
and experience in non-traditional fields including medi-
cine, engineering, science and law can be important in

this regard.

Despite being better educated than previous generations,
young Egyptian women today are experiencing a tougher
labor market than their mothers, and they are responding by
leaving the labor market or never entering in the first place.
It will take concerted effort to reverse this worrying trend
and tap into the valuable human capital invested in younger
generations of Egyptian women.

For references and detailed analysis and policy recommen-
dations, refer to chapters 4 and 7 of the complete 2014
World Bank Labor Market Report: “More Jobs, Better Jobs:
A Priority for Egypt”.
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Sticky Note
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