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Abstract

The Palestinian labor force has witnessed many structural changes; most of them are 
not to the benefit of workers mainly women. It is characterized by a lack of security, 
low women participation, gender inequality, low wages, and absence of benefits. This 
study aims to identify the Palestinian policies adopted to increase women’s participa-
tion in labor force and the reality of such participation on the ground. It also aims to 
explore obstacles (political, legal, social, and economic) that limit their participation 
in the labor market using a descriptive-analytical approach based on the most recent 
statistics and surveys. The study results show that although women’s participation is 
increasing, it is still below worldwide levels due to social, economic, legal, and political 
impediments. The researcher recommends the necessity of raising society awareness 
of women’s employment, and that more jobs are to be provided for women by the 
private and public sectors.
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1 Introduction

New trends have recently emerged in the Palestinian society including seeking 
education in universities and looking for paid employment outside the bound-
aries of family homes and/or community. Many women in the Arab world 
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have started to look for paid jobs since the beginning of the twentieth century 
despite the fact that many of them used to leave home and go work together 
with family members in the fields without payments.

The main role of Arab women has been raising children and looking after 
the house; they have never considered working outside the house seriously 
except for nursing tasks and teaching services in order to meet the needs of 
the society and the call for emergencies mainly in reserved communities and 
countries. The normal tendency towards women working outside the house is 
extremely sensitive and is also affected by the values and customs of the soci-
ety, especially those which relate to the fact that women are only capable of 
doing certain tasks, including nursing and teaching. Gradually, women started 
to achieve some sort of equality and rights such as the right to have the type of 
job they like whether it is restricted to men or not (Abdel-Fattah, 1984).

Over time, women’s roles developed and most of them began to share men 
almost everything; women started to work outside the house, participate in 
family income, ease the various burdens that befall men, and finally partici-
pate in state development in most Arab countries including Palestine (Abu 
Saymeh, 1997).

The gap of discrimination and inequality in the labor force, from a social 
perspective, is still huge in spite of the many tendencies of women to look like 
men and compete with them in almost all aspects. Demographically, women 
are also equal to men in terms of number. However, national statistics in 
Palestine show that women’s participation in the Palestinian work force is lit-
tle compared with that of men despite the glorious level of education women 
have had recently. Added to this is that many women in Palestine have gotten 
involved in unpaid jobs mainly on the farms or inside houses as home atten-
dants. This will, as Abdel-Fattah (1984) put it, affect their social and economic 
empowerment within the Palestinian society and state progress.

Developing an influential labor force is among the main objectives of state 
development and progress—economically and socially. The size and structure 
of a labor force is deeply affected by a number of social and economic fac-
tors. Among the social factors that have great impact on the type and quality 
of labor force are level of education and vocational training of workers and 
employees. On the other hand, the average working days, working hours, 
wages, unemployment rates and other working conditions affect the economic 
composition and features of any labor force in any country.

To guarantee perfect representation of women in the labor force, there 
must be a number of factors that should be taken into consideration. On the 
one hand, there are some personal elements such as education, qualifications, 
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vocational training, and social awareness. On the other hand, there are other 
external factors that relate to the economy of the country like job opportunities 
and the suitable conditions mainly salaries and wages. Civil society institu-
tions all are responsible for providing all these factors which help women join 
the labor force and participate in the development of the country. There must 
be other social services that encourage women do so.

This study aims to explore and identify the Palestinian policies adopted to 
increase women’s participation in labor force and the reality of such participa-
tion on the ground. It also aims to shed light on the major obstacles (political, 
legal, social, and economic) that limit the rate of women’s participation in 
that force as well as the negative consequences on them. The article adopts a 
descriptive approach to achieve this end, based on the most recent statistics 
and surveys issued by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) and 
others.

2 The Problem

Lack of women’s participation in the labor force not only affects the develop-
ment process of the country, but also breaches the rights of women to work. 
It also limits their choices and decisions in life. Many studies have shown that 
women’s participation in labor force in developing countries increases the 
ability of those countries to stand and resist economic crises, and decreases 
the possibility of social disintegration to the lowest level (Badr et al., 2016).

In the last three decades, there have been great changes in women’s partici-
pation in the labor force as well as their family roles in Palestine. For instance, 
Palestinian school girls started to join universities and vocational schools and 
many others began to get employed before and after getting married. More 
women became prominent in Palestine to the extent that some of them 
acquired high position like ministers and university presidents. However, these 
trends (joining universities and getting jobs) have impacted some of them and 
their families negatively (less time with families namely, children, increased 
stress levels, changing roles, difficulty accessing child care, etc.).

As with many Arab women, Palestinian women encounter a number of 
conflicts, mainly those which relate to their double role. On the one hand, 
Palestinian women have roles as a mother and a housewife. On the other 
hand, they have their own career outside the home. When women are encour-
aged to participate in development, they also achieve a three-fold purpose: 
economic, social, and psychological (Abu Saymeh, 1997). More precisely, they:
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1. Increase the national income by increasing the human resource 
investment.

2. Control and/or plan births, as working mothers tend to limit the number 
of children they have; and

3. Improve women conditions in order to improve their personalities and 
independence. Working mothers like to spend time with their children 
to prove—to herself and others—that she does not ignore her children.

A huge bulk of research has been conducted to determine the strongest  
motive (economic, social, or psychological) for women to have paid jobs 
outside the house. The difference among these studies can be attributed to 
nature of developing countries. Mukhtaar (1997) argues that Arab women have 
recently forced themselves into the labor force but they are still clinching to 
their typical role as wives and mothers.

The current Palestinian situation adds a further burden on women that 
entails most of them to enter the labor force in order to compensate for the 
great losses that result from the Israeli occupation. The conflict with the Jews 
is not merely political; it is also economic. The question is: how is it possible 
for the Palestinian economy to withstand crises and face the Israeli pres-
sure when its potentials and human forces are marginalized or even wasted? 
Palestinian females represented 19.1 percent of the labor force in 2015 com-
pared with 58 percent for Israeli females according to statistics of Bank of Israel,  
CBS (2014).

Labor force in general has increased noticeably in the past few decades 
in the Arab world as well as in Palestine; moreover, women’s participation in 
labor force has soared considerably due to the various educational, social and 
economic changes that have occurred in the region. Saeed (1998) states that 
women entering the work force in Arab countries are associated with many 
social and demographic factors (e.g., age, marital status, fertility rates, family 
income, and educational level).

It is worth noting that the trend of Arab women leaving their houses and 
entering the work force has become noticeable and very common; it entails 
deep analysis and further consideration simply because most of these women 
have started to face difficulties and problems which are mostly attributed to 
the view of the society towards this phenomenon. Different trends towards 
women’s work have emerged; therefore, people are split into proponents and 
opponents.

Proponents (Adam 1982; Khayyat 1990; Qandil and Kathem 1976) have the-
orized that when women lock themselves inside their homes, they become 
distant and secluded. It is well known that employment has positive effects 
on the mother (Barnett, 2004). Working outside the family house helps them 
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acquire new information and experiences; it also helps them gain modern ideas 
that may change their look to life. When women leave their houses to share men  
in the construction process of the state and they succeed, they share the  
satisfaction—not only psychologically, but also economically. This, in turn, 
may affect the way these women look after the children, and help them defend 
their own rights (Alvarez, 1985; Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003;). Youngblut et al. 
(1991) argue that it may be useful, especially if the mother works by choice.

The right of women to work does not affect the house or the family negatively. 
On the contrary, it promotes and elevates their economic as well as cultural 
awareness and performance; it strengthens the social network among fam-
ily members and society members (Hamayel, 2005). Meanwhile, the fact that 
the mother is working does not ill affect her children’s performance at school 
or within the society because when family members are financially secured, 
they become close to each other (Goldberg et al., 2008; Lucas-Thompson, et al., 
2010; Milkie et al., 2015).

In sum, a “working mother, especially one who has the good fortune to be 
able to balance her home and work, enjoys the stimulation that a job or career 
provides. She develops the ability of raising a useful member of society and at 
the same time gains financial independence. Along with motherhood, work 
adds to the completeness of being a woman” (Poduval and Poduval, 2009).

Opponents, on the other hand, have argued that women are created only 
to raise children and look after houses; when they leave their homes and go 
searching for work, they neglect their children who may go astray, fall behind 
educationally, or even get involved drugs, smoking, and crimes. When work-
ing mother go back home, they are exhausted and tired; they do not have the 
power to look after children. In addition, these women may get involved in 
their own business at the expense of the family and the results may be very 
disastrous (Al-Khayyat, 1990; Goldberg and Lucas-Thompson, 2014; Heilman 
and Okimoto, 2008; Williams, 2001; Wilson, 2006).

3 Demography in Palestine

According to the latest releases of the (PCBS) the total population of Palestine 
in 2016 was 4,816,503 with 2,935,368 in the West Bank and 1,881,135 in Gaza 
Strip. It is expected to increase to 5.5 million at the end of 2020. The expected 
number of people who are likely to join the labor force in Palestine is very high 
and the percentages of males and females are significantly different. The num-
ber of persons participating in the labor force in Palestine was 1,326,700 in the 
first quarter 2016; 834,300 in the West Bank and 492,400 in Gaza Strip. The labor 
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force participation rate in the West Bank was 45.5 percent and 46.4 percent 
in Gaza Strip. The gap in the participation rate between males and females in  
Palestine was still very big; it reached 71.6 percent for males compared with 
19.4 percent for females (PCBS, 2016).

4 Women and the Labor Force in Palestine: Features and Realities

Tzannatos (2016) conducted a study about gender differences in Jordan and 
Palestine and argues,

In the Arab region, the female labor force participation is remarkably 
very low, and when women are employed, they tend to be employed pre-
dominantly in ‘feminized’ industries and occupations in relative isolation 
from men. More or less as a direct result of these two characteristics, the 
gender gap in education tends to be highest, this time favoring women.

4.1 Low Female Participation
In Palestine, women’s participation is more crucial than any other Arab coun-
try. This is partly attributed to the weak economy that is mainly based on the 
Israeli economy and partly because of high rates of unemployment in Palestine 
which was 26.6 percent in 2016 for both sexes and 22.3 for males but 42.8 per-
cent for females in the same year (Tzannatos, 2016).

Compared with neighboring countries (Jordan, Lebanon, Israel), Palestine 
occupies an extremely low rank concerning female participation in labor force. 
The current trends in most Arab countries reveal systematic gender dissimilar-
ities and inequalities in the labor market. The majority of employees are males 
and there is a remarkable gap of wages between males and females (Tzannatos, 
2016). Low women participation in Palestine has dire consequences on women; 
it hinders their economic prosperity and status. It also affects their self-esteem 
and self-satisfaction negatively as it reduces their chances to spend freely on 
their private needs.

4.2 Work-Related Gender Bias against Females
Another distinctive feature of the Palestinian labor force with respect to 
women is the existence of gender bias. This is less prominent in the pub-
lic sector due to the secular tendencies of the government. However, the  
private sector does show gender segregation; it favors males for considerations 
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such as lack of maternity leave and child care facilities. In addition, wages 
are not the same; women have lower wages than men (PCBS, 2016). Finally,  
females are less likely to bear work pressures caused by occupation, commut-
ing, and long hours.

4.3 Restricted Female Occupations
Palestinian women are highly concentrated in two sectors of the economy: 
agriculture and services. They are almost nonexistent in the other important 
sectors such as construction and transport.

By 2014 agriculture accounted for 21% of women’s employment com-
pared to 67.3% in services. This concentration implies that women do 
not have equal access to all sectors compared to men. Although this is a 
worldwide phenomenon, the situation in Palestine is more extreme and, 
as a result, Palestinian women experience a higher degree of marginaliza-
tion in the labor market compared to women in other economies.

al-Botmeh, 2015

In Palestine women mostly fill occupations like teachers, nurses, clerks, and 
administrative assistants or secretaries for reasons related to physiology, edu-
cation, and the social structure and customs of the society. Furthermore, males 
do not like to get involved in such occupations. However, there are no differ-
ences in terms of wages for most of these jobs (except for agriculture); both 
males and females receive the same payment especially when they work for 
the public sector (PCBS, 2016). Besides, in 2013 the Palestinian government put 
into force the principle of minimum wage in the private sector at the rate of 
NIS 1450 per month. This has had positive influences on those who have low 
paid jobs—mainly women.

4.4 Poor Work Conditions
Not all work facilities are equipped with encouraging work conditions espe-
cially in establishments or institutions that are affected by occupation— 
directly or indirectly. The provision of medical care and occupational safety 
is lacking (Kanafani, 2012). The number of working hours is high especially in 
cloth making workshops, nurseries, kindergartens. Added to this are the work 
schedules, which normally start very early especially in the cloth making work-
shops, nurseries, kindergartens. Finally, harassment—verbal and physical—is 
also a problem.
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5 Factors in Women’s Low Participation in the Labor Force

It is clear that participation in the Palestinian labor force is remarkably low in 
general and very low for females. There are many factors behind the undesir-
able tendencies in women’s participation in the labor force in Palestine.

5.1 Social Culture and the Patriarchal System
Many studies indicate that the social, cultural, educational, and economic 
structure of the society determine the rate of women’s participation in the 
labor force. The Palestinian Women’s Research and Documentation Centre  
(PWRDC) (2009) conducted a survey that showed that hiring a female is 
a second option as long as there is a male candidate. When there is an eco-
nomic need, Palestinian males prefer to get another job than let their females 
work outside the house or for others. Fifty-four percent of males prefer their 
women in part-time jobs to full-time ones because of their house hold chores 
and responsibilities. This proves that the Palestinian society is still, to some 
extent, patriarchal and the final decision for allowing females to work outside 
the house is the men’s decision as long as there is need. Twenty-six percent of 
respondents to that survey believed that females should not work while 76 per-
cent believed that women can have paid jobs outside the house because of the 
many economic hardships the society faces (PWRDC, 2009).

5.2 The Educational System and Job Division
The education system in Palestine is not different from the society as a whole. 
Females are mostly directed to certain fields and specialties (i.e., education 
and nursing). Additionally, there are two different streams in Palestinian sec-
ondary educational system: scientific and literary. The literary stream accounts 
for the highest percentage of females. In 2011, 70 percent of females joined the 
literary stream compared with 23 percent in the scientific stream (PBSC, 2012). 
This has negatives consequences on their skills to the extent that many of 
them leave school without skills or qualifications to go for work.

5.3 Vocational and Technical Education/Training
More than 67 public and private vocational and training centers offer services 
to students in Palestine. The Palestinian Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education indicated that 49 percent of families preferred vocational schools 
to academic schools in 2011. However, once again there is a gap between males 
and females with 48 percent of males while 37 percent of females. The majority 
of these females chose traditional female occupations such as sewing, beauty 
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and cosmetics, secretariat, and midwifery (Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education, 2013).

5.4 Legal and Institutional Conditions
Job conditions and the legal and institutional situation in Palestine play signifi-
cant roles in limiting women’s participation in the work force. The Palestinian 
Authority put into force a special law for labor at the end of 2011; most of its 
articles hinder or discourage women from seeking jobs as it secludes differ-
ent sectors (e.g., domestic workers, seasonal workers, unpaid family workers, 
self-employed workers, etc.). Moreover, the law guarantees equality between 
males and female, yet it does not stipulate how to penalize the employers who 
violate and breach the law. Finally, the labor law does not ask employers and 
establishments to secure child-care facilities or nurseries for working mothers. 
Another related topic in this respect is the systematic complaints of the private 
sector about the necessity of giving working mothers maternity leave. There-
fore, employers tend to hire young unmarried females and replace married 
ones. Al these issues indicate that the labor law is biased to males, and does 
not encourage women in Palestine to seek jobs outside the family house. It 
does not protect women’s right to work.

5.5 The Demand for Jobs
One very influential factor that affects labor participation is the demand for 
jobs and the availability of job opportunities. The pressures laid on the demand 
for employment is mainly caused by the weak Palestinian economy and its lim-
ited productive capacity. The Israeli occupation is a key factor in this respect; 
it constantly and systematically destroys the necessary infrastructure as well 
as the main two productive sectors in Palestine (agriculture and manufactur-
ing). According to al-Botmeh (2015) the pressures on the need for workers and 
employees and the lack of job opportunities have been very crucial in “shaping 
Palestinian women’s labor market engagement.” The destruction of the main 
sectors of the Palestinian economy also have resulted in excluding women and 
preventing them from joining the labor market, especially after the second 
Palestinian uprising. In order to solve the problem of women’s low participa-
tion and high unemployment, the government should think of policies and 
strategies to not only increase the size of these productive sectors (agriculture 
and manufacturing), but also to force them to welcome and absorb females.

5.6 The Israeli Occupation and Settlements
The key factor that affects women’s low participation in the labor force is  
Israel and its settlements. Israel has divided Palestine into two main areas: 
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The West Bank and Gaza Strip. In the West Bank, numerous checkpoints 
and border crossings have helped to split the region geographically, physi-
cally, and socially. These checkpoints, alongside the continuous closure of the 
cities and villages, have dire consequences on Palestinians’ mobility, especially 
women. This limits women’s chances for seeking job opportunities outside 
their immediate localities and consequently reduces their participation in 
employment. Settlers also have reduced Palestinian women’s participation 
by confiscating more lands and attacking Palestinians working in their fields. 
Finally, the Palestinians have limited choices to work outside of Palestine; 
therefore, many work inside Israel or in settlements. The number of West Bank 
workers in Israel reached 89,900 in 2015, with another 22,400 in Israeli settle-
ments reached 22,400. The majority of these workers are males, representing 
12 percent of the male labor force, while females working in Israel and the  
settlements represent 1 percent of the female labor force (PCBS, 2016).

In conclusion, many key factors have restricted women’s participation in the 
labor force in Palestine. But the most significant ones are the occupation and 
the low demand for women’s employment. The Israeli occupation, directly or 
indirectly, may distinguish the Palestinian case from other situations around 
the world. And so Palestinian women’s participation remains among the low-
est in the world despite high educational rates.

6 Solutions

This study aims at identifying the reality of and challenges to women’s par-
ticipation in the labor force in Palestine. It indicates that despite the fact that 
women’s participation is increasing, it is still low compared to other countries. 
The participation of women in the work force is, in itself, a significant social 
objective, but it is also important for economic progress and stability.

Many factors contribute to this phenomenon; therefore, there must be some 
steps to pave the way for women to increase their participation and take part 
in state development. Some of these steps can be only personal and others 
should be the responsibility of all people, the government, and employers.

To begin with, Palestinian women should spare no effort in competing with 
men in all aspects of life; they should work hard for their social and economic 
security inside and outside their houses. They have to equip themselves with 
the necessary education—be it academic or vocational—and skills to improve 
their opportunities for competition in the labor force; thus they can close the 
gender gap in labor force participation via preparation, readiness and, above 
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all, hard work. But women’s efforts must be matched with legal initiatives to 
end discrimination against women and stress the importance of equality in 
all aspects of life, such as inheritance rights, property rights, and the right of 
women to start their own businesses and professions. Another means is low-
ering fertility rates, since there is a negative correlation between fertility and 
women’s readiness for work. Families should plan child birth in ways that help 
women achieve their goals.

Another useful technique to enhance women’s participation is creating inclu-
sive work atmospheres through policies that are gender sensitive. Employers 
should offer child care and nurseries, maternity leave and benefits, and pro-
mote positive social values and attitudes. On the other hand, the Palestinian 
Authority should enforce rules and regulations that prevent employers from 
exploiting women or dismissing those who become pregnant during work. The 
government also should enact penalties for those who breach women’s rights 
and deprive them of benefits. For instance, employers who don’t pay women at 
least minimum wage should be sanctioned with imprisonment or fines.

The most significant factor that determines women’s participation is sup-
ply and demand. Consequently, the government should strive to improve the 
economy and expand the size of the most important productive sectors to  
absorb not only men but also women. The most crucial sectors worldwide are  
agriculture and manufacturing; the majority of workers in these sectors  
are women. However, the Palestinian situation is different; it is totally based 
in Israel, and the only option for women is to depend on local products rather 
than Israeli imports. In 2014 Palestine imported many agricultural products 
and manufacturing goods from Israel knowing that most of them could be 
produced locally. What Palestinians need to do is blockade Israeli imports by 
adopting and enacting the boycott, divestment, and sanctions movement, and 
promote local industries via offering credits and reducing taxes.

When women succeed in their professions, they set a good example for 
other women, and they combat negative stereotypes about them. In Palestine, 
the government has introduced quotas for women in political affairs; this has 
resulted in a rapid increase in political participation. Most women in charge 
spare no effort to fulfill their mission correctly and properly; therefore, they 
not only change public attitudes, but also raise aspirations for their daughters 
as well as other females. The legislator, scholar, and activist Hanan Ashrawi 
is a good example in this respect. The Palestinian teacher and winner of the 
Global Teacher Prize, Hanan al-Hroub, is another example of a good model for 
women globally; she was the second winner of the $1 million Global teacher 
Prize in Dubai.
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7 Conclusion

More and more workers (male and female) are joining the labor force in Pal-
estine; however, the gap between the two genders is still vast. The low rate of 
women’s participation in the labor force in Palestine is attributed to the weak 
Palestinian economy. It is also due to stereotypical values and perspectives 
towards women, most of which are negative. Finally, it is attributable to a lack 
of specialized vocational training for women, along with strict work conditions.

The majority of women in Palestine have stereotypical careers and profes-
sions; they are directed from the very beginning when at schools. Society and 
culture play significant roles in pushing women into jobs like teaching, nurs-
ing, and agriculture. Furthermore, many women work for nothing; they receive 
no payments, especially when they work in farming.

The patriarchal system is still prevalent in Palestinian society; in many 
families the man has the final word in almost every aspect related to women, 
starting with teaching and going to marriage and employment. For those fami-
lies, the main expectation of a woman is to look after the family before she gets 
married, and then bear children and look after the husband afterwards.

Despite having free access to education, many women are still jobless; the 
public sector offers some chances as it welcomes women’s participation; how-
ever, the private sector prefers males to avoid maternity leaves or having to 
provide child care or nurseries within the confinement of work fields.

The government has recently realized the importance of women’s involve-
ment in the labor force; consequently, it has put into effect many policies to 
reduce the gap between men and women—a new labor law, a minimum-
wage rate, specialized vocational schools for women, and support for women’s 
unions.

In addition to these initiatives, efforts also must be made to raise aware-
ness about the importance of women’s employment outside the confinements 
of the house as a natural right and a national need. There also must be suit-
able work environments where women are treated equally to their men 
counterparts. Meanwhile, the Palestinian government should provide more 
job opportunities to women in different parts of the country and in different 
sectors. Furthermore, it has to promote self-employment and credit grants to 
small enterprises run by women. There also is a crucial need to reconsider the 
educational system at schools and universities in order to meet the needs of 
the society, including more vocational schools and training centers.

Relatedly, it is very important to conduct studies that identify the needs of 
the labor market and the type of training or skills prospective workers need—
especially women.
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Finally, the private sector should step up to help promote women’s partici-
pation in the construction of the Palestinian state.
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