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Abstract

Legal empowerment is an approach adopted by international organisations, civil society
groups, and governments interested in development to improve the lives of the disadvantaged.
In KSA, women's employment status warrants attention, as the country has consistently shown
low female participation in the economy for decades. The situation is currently evolving due
to new legal reforms that promote women's access to employment across various sectors, a
development considered culturally revolutionary. This paper advocates examining the situation
from a socio-legal perspective and proposes legal empowerment strategies as alternatives to
the traditional rule-of-law orthodoxy. It particularly emphasises understanding Saudi women's
agency and explores how they can effectively engage with the law to advocate for the
promotion of their rights and interests. It employs the CLEP’s framework, feminist and
developmental approaches towards women’s legal empowerment, recognising that legal
reforms alone are insufficient to encourage women's full participation in the workforce. The
study proposes strategies to empower women to overcome legal, cultural, and social barriers.
The research is grounded in primary data collected through a survey, which investigated Saudi
women’s employment experiences, needs, challenges, and aspirations. The findings identify
key legal empowerment strategies that most effectively enhance women’s economic
participation. These include continued legal reforms, the promotion of women's education,
increased awareness of legal rights and societal responsibilities, and improved access to legal
and financial training and support. Additionally, the thesis highlights the importance of
promoting personal agency and self-awareness among women to address KSA’s persistent low
ranking in global indices for women’s economic participation, despite recent efforts. This study
argues that a legal empowerment approach tailored to the socio-cultural context of KSA can
meaningfully help overcome persistent barriers and advance gender equality in the economic

sphere.
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Glossary of Arabic Words

Fatwa: A formal, authoritative ruling on a point of Islamic law; a scholarly opinion given
(typically in writing) by a mufti or other Muslim juridical authority in response to a question
posed by an individual or a court of law

Mahrams: Women'’s close male relatives with whom marriage is permanently forbidden
Hadith: The recorded body of tradition regarding the sayings and acts of the Prophet
Muhammad

Saheeh authentic Hadith: verified reports of the Prophet’s sayings, actions, or approvals,
authenticated through an unbroken chain of reliable narrators. Each narrator must be morally
upright, accurate, and consistent with established scholarly transmission, without
concealment or contradiction, for the hadith to be accepted as authentic

Hijaz: The western region in KSA, where both the Holy Mosques are located

Hijab: The practice observed by some Muslim women of wearing concealing clothing
Ijtihad: The exercising of discretionary judgement (traditionally by a mujtahid) in order to
deduce a law or rule of conduct which is not self-evident in the scriptural sources; the right to
exercise this judgement (sometimes figuratively described as a gate, either closed or open
depending on whether such a right is thought to exist)

Kafala: A programme in KSA that grants loans and encourages women to participate in the
economy

Mufti: Muslim cleric or expert in Islamic law empowered to give rulings on religious
matters, esp. a legal scholar competent to deliver a fatwa.

Najd: The central region of KSA

Nitagqat: Nationalisation of the workforce in KSA through providing incentives for
employing Saudi nationals in the private sector.

Non-mahram: an individual of the opposite gender with whom marriage is permissible
Quran: The sacred book of Islam, the word of God as revealed to Muhammad by the
archangel Gabriel over a period of years, written down in Arabic, and collected together after
Muhammad's death.

Sabr: Patience, the capacity to endure (or preserve) in the face of hardship without complaint,
a virtue and a part of faith, encouraging steadfastness and good actions even when facing
challenges.

Sharia Law: a comprehensive system of religious law in Islam, derived from the Quran and
the Sunnah

Su'tidah /Saudisation: The Saudi government’s initiative to increase the employment of
Saudi nationals

Sunnah: Everything the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, said, did, and approved, it
encompasses the Prophet's entire way of life



Glossary of Acronyms

ADB: Asian Development Bank

CLEP/ The Commission: The Commission on the Legal Empowerment of the Poor
ESCWA: Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
G20: The Group of Twenty

GASTAT: The Saudi General Authority for Statistics

GCC: Gulf Cooperation Council

GGGR: Global Gender Gap Report

HRSD: The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development in KSA
ID: National Identification Card

ILO: The International Labour Organisation

KSA: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

MENA: Middle East and North Africa

MOH: Ministry of Health (KSA)

NGOs: Non-governmental Organisations

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
REDF: Real Estate Development Fund

UN: United Nations

UNDP: United Nations Development Programme

UNICEF: United Nations Children’s Fund

WAD: Women and Development

WHO: World Health Organisation

WID: Women in Development
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Chapter One

Introduction and Formulation of the Research Problem

1.1 Introduction

Women are a main source of development for any society. Hence, without empowered
women, it is almost impossible to implement any societal reforms. Throughout history,
women have proven their prominent and effective role in driving change and decision-
making.

King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’

Legal empowerment of women provides a strong foundation, enabling women to
understand their legal rights and advocate for them within the community, thereby promoting
gender equality and social justice. Legal empowerment equips women with the knowledge and
resources needed to make informed decisions, participate in social reforms, and contribute to
economic development, particularly in the employment sector. It is an approach that enables
women to navigate their legal, economic, cultural, and work-related challenges while
enhancing their agency and self-awareness, benefiting them as individuals and their society.
Legal empowerment is the process of building the use of legal services and the legal capacity
of the poor and disadvantaged.? It is one of the approaches recently used, in combination with
other development activities, by organisations and civil society groups across the globe to

promote development. The concept of legal empowerment is widely used; nonetheless, its

definition remains differently interpreted, its root concept of ‘power’ is contested and although

! General Authority for Statistics ‘Saudi Women’s Report 2022 <
Https://Www.Stats.Gov.Sa/Sites/Default/Files/Saudi_Women%27s_Report 2022 EN.Pdf > accessed 5% July
2024.

2 Stephen Golub, ‘Legal Empowerment: Impact and Implications for the Development Community and the
World Bank’ (2006) 2 World Bank Legal Rev 167.



https://www.stats.gov.sa/sites/default/files/Saudi_Women%27s_Report_2022_EN.pdf

its impacts are varied, they are not yet comprehensive.> Among the positive reported impacts
of legal empowerment is that it provides for stronger agency and increases the targets’ legal
knowledge.* This thesis aims to explore empowerment, identify and examine the levers of
Saudi women’s empowerment within the legal context, propose strategies that enable women
to effectively claim their rights, and determine what is lacking in existing policies and
strategies, particularly in their absence within the legal empowerment framework. It also seeks
to enable Saudi women to make strategic life choices by acting as agents who can define their
goals and rights, utilising material, human, and social resources to demand, contest, and claim
their rights under the law, as well as to demand accountability for breaches. This thesis presents
analytical legal empowerment strategies within a coherent framework that addresses the needs

of Saudi women to participate in the economy.

Several suggestions have been made to encourage Saudi women to participate in the
economy and improve the country’s global ranking in gender economic inclusion and equality.
Nonetheless, conflicting views and a lack of research persist regarding the best ways to
empower Saudi women and manage their skill development initiatives.> Accordingly, the
research identified the specific problem and proposes legal empowerment as a solution, aiming
to thoroughly investigate the most suitable legal empowerment strategies for the economic
inclusion of Saudi women in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) context. This solution is
expected to make a substantial contribution to the rapidly evolving economic environment and

to the development of socio-legal subject knowledge, particularly in the area of legal

3 Jo Rowlands, Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Honduras (Oxford: Oxfam Publications
1997); Laura Goodwin and Vivek Maru, ‘What Do We Know about Legal Empowerment? Mapping the
Evidence’ (2017) 9 Hague J Rule Law 157.

4 Goodwin and Maru (n 3).

5 E.g. Hanan Al-Ahmadi, ‘Challenges Facing Women Leaders in Saudi Arabia’ (2011) 14 Human Resource
Development International 2; Amelie Le Renard, 4 Society of Young Women: Opportunities of Place, Power,
and Reform in Saudi Arabia (Stanford: Stanford University Press 2014).



empowerment, which is rapidly and continuously evolving. In summary, this research serves
as a stepping stone toward advancing legal empowerment as a key framework for sustainable
gender equality; it emphasises actionable recommendations that demonstrate how the proposed

changes can create tangible impacts.

The process of legal empowerment has no single template; it can be approached from
various angles. Three approaches have been proposed in the literature so far; legal
empowerment was pursued as a manifestation of community-driven, rights-based, and law-
oriented development.® Community—driven development is an approach that involves
beneficiaries in the design and management of the project, giving them direct control over
decisions. It is believed to eradicate poverty, empower the poor and make development more
inclusive.” Rights-based development is grounded in human rights standards; projects are
designed to promote and protect the rights of the disadvantaged, enhance their understanding
of those rights, support their participation in development policies, and advocate for their rights
when necessary. This approach is believed to analyse inequalities in development, thereby
reducing discriminatory practices and promoting just distribution of power to foster
development.® Finally, the law-oriented approach aims to provide legal services and capacity
building for disadvantaged groups by utilising various legal activities, which are expected to

increase beneficiaries’ understanding and awareness of their rights and obligations.

¢ Golub (n 2).

7 Ghazala Mansuri and Vijayendra Rao, ‘Community-Based and -Driven Development: A Critical Review’
(2004) 19 The World Bank Research Observer 1.

8 UN Sustainable Development Group, ¢ Human Rights-Based Approach’ < Https://Unsdg.Un.Org/2030-
Agenda/Universal-Values/Human-Rights-Based-
Approach#:~:Text=The%20human%?20rights%2Dbased%20approach,Promoting%20and%20protecting%20hu
man%20rights. > accessed 30 May 2023.



https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach#:~:text=The%20human%20rights%2Dbased%20approach,promoting%20and%20protecting%20human%20rights
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach#:~:text=The%20human%20rights%2Dbased%20approach,promoting%20and%20protecting%20human%20rights
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach#:~:text=The%20human%20rights%2Dbased%20approach,promoting%20and%20protecting%20human%20rights
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach#:~:text=The%20human%20rights%2Dbased%20approach,promoting%20and%20protecting%20human%20rights

These three approaches often overlap, making it challenging to draw clear boundaries
between them.? Both the first and second approaches could sometimes use law-oriented work.
This thesis primarily follows the approach of The Commission on the Legal Empowerment of
the Poor (CLEP/The Commission), which, as indicated in its report, posits that legal
empowerment is rooted in a rights-based approach to development.!® The reference to the
‘rights’ here means the rights ascertained in and implemented by international human rights
instruments and those embodied in national laws and government regulations. In addition to
the CLEP approach, the thesis incorporates elements of the law-oriented approach to promote
women’s participation in economic development, while also translating feminist theories into
the discourse on women’s development. In this thesis, women’s legal empowerment is often
associated with gender equality, as empowered women can achieve greater equality. It is also
linked to economic growth, as the labour market is negatively affected by women's
disempowerment.!! These assertions are based on evidence that suggests gender equality has a
positive impact on economic growth and development. This robust contention holds across
different country contexts, different periods, and model specifications.!? Based on that, the

connection between women’s empowerment, gender equality and economic growth is definite.

This research aims to identify the framework of women’s empowerment in the KSA,
as there is a need to better understand Saudi women's employment situation.!? It aims to

influence KSA policies and strategies by demonstrating the relevance of legal empowerment

° Ibid

10 UN Commission on the Legal Empowerment of the Poor, ‘Making the Law Work for Everyone’ (2008)
Volume I, Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor and United Nations Development Programme, New
York, 3.

1 E.g. Ingrid Palmer, ‘Gender and Population in the Adjustment of African Economies: Planning for Change’
(1991) Geneva: ILO.

12 E.g. Naila Kabeer and Natali Luisa, ‘Gender Equality and Economic Growth: Is There a Win— Win?’ (2013)
IDS Working Paper 417; Naila Kabeer, ‘Gender Equality, Economic Growth, and Women’s Agency: The
“Endless Variety” and “Monotonous Similarity” of Patriarchal Constraints’ (2016) 22 Feminist Economics 1.
13 E.g. Rafiah Almathami, Catheryn Khoo & Elaine Chiao Ling Yang, ‘Enablers for Empowerment: Saudi
Women’s Employment in the Events Sector’ (2024) 49 Tourism Recreation Research 1.



in promoting women's rights. This is achieved by gaining and presenting clear insight into
Saudi women's stance on their right to work and by better understanding their needs, perhaps
by urging policymakers to work more closely with them. The objective of this research is to
explore the concept of empowerment and to examine and analyse strategies and policies
designed to facilitate women's empowerment. This is followed by a proposal and an evaluation
of the most effective strategies, with a focus on the importance of alegal empowerment
framework. For example, some studies suggested that Muslim women show resistance to
working in mixed environments such as tourism!4, while others indicated that Saudi women
are open to working in the sector but need to be empowered.!> Either of these findings could
constitute empowerment if Saudi women made their choices based on their unfettered agency
and if ethical, societal, or religious challenges were eliminated. This thesis proposes strategies
that empower Saudi women to define and pursue their goals, despite opposition, resistance, or
dissent from society or individuals, while also advocating for their ability to fully realise their

legal rights in employment and to identify the means to achieve them.

This introductory section outlined the approach to connecting economic development
to gender equality in KSA, aiming to demonstrate the role that women’s legal empowerment
can play in achieving women’s inclusion in KSA’s economy. This chapter will introduce the
study by first discussing the background and context of women in KSA. It will then outline the
research problem and hypothesis, followed by a justification for the research and its rationale.

Next, the aims and objectives are presented, followed by the methodology and scope of the

14 Lubna Mazro'ei & Susan Shaw, ‘Building Muslim Women's Resistance through Tourism Employment’ (2014)
13 Tourism Culture & Communication 3.

15 E.g. Rafiah Almathami, Catheryn Khoo-Lattimore & Elaine Chiao Ling Yang, ‘Exploring the Challenges for
Women Working in the Event and Festival Sector in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’ (2022) 47 Tourism
Recreation Research 1.



study. Finally, the research limitations will be discussed, along with an outline of the thesis

structure.

1.2 Background and Literature Gap

The concept of legal empowerment has evolved in response to the limitations inherent
in the rule-of-law approach that many non-governmental organisations (NGOs), donor
agencies, and development-oriented organisations have adopted. The rule of law fosters
development by providing access to justice, ensuring livelihood security, and protecting human
rights.!® Tt provides a legal framework to strengthen the voice of the vulnerable, remedy
violations of their rights, and, most importantly, support economic growth and development.!’
Nonetheless, it has proven to have its limitations. To overcome the limitations of legal aid, a
tool of the rule of law, legal empowerment initiatives emerged, departing from the traditional
rule-of-law approach that often fell short of effectively addressing the needs of the vulnerable.
Legal empowerment represents a fundamental shift in perspective; rather than treating the
vulnerable as mere clients in need of assistance, it emphasises strengthening their agency and
enables them to recognise both their rights and responsibilities. The conventional rule-of-law
framework has also been critiqued as an elite-driven approach that fails to encompass the
voices and experiences of those it aims to serve. This raises questions on the accessibility of
legal systems, as such an approach may inadvertently perpetuate existing power imbalances.
Accordingly, the essence of legal empowerment is to move away from the top-down approach

and adopt a bottom-up approach, in which the relationship between policymakers, donors, and

16 UN and the Rule of Law, ‘Rule of Law and Development’ < Https://Www.Un.Org/Ruleoflaw/Rule-Of-Law-
And-Development/> accessed 4™ March 2022.

17 Naila Kabeer, ‘The Conditions and Consequences of Choice: Reflections on the Measurement of Women’s
Empowerment’ (1999) United Nations Research Institute for Social Development, Discussion Paper No. 108.
17 UN and the Role of Law (n16).



https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/rule-of-law-and-development/
https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/rule-of-law-and-development/

marginalised recipients is one of partnership rather than assistance, as it used to be under the
rule-of-law orthodoxy.'® This approach has the potential to create a change by ensuring the
needs of the vulnerable are prioritised, and their demands are met by integrating them into the

legal framework.

Over the past twenty-five years, international donors and development organisations
have utilised four approaches to empowerment. Initially, they focused on the international rule-
of-law agenda, aiming to reform judicial institutions and provide technical assistance to
facilitate legal change. This approach is rooted in the law and development movements of the
1960s.!° Nonetheless, it often fell short of addressing the real issues faced by the marginalised,
primarily because of a top-down perspective that rarely considered societal and individual
contexts. The second approach focused on international assistance for access to justice, aiming
to help the disadvantaged navigate the legal system effectively. Those initiatives often
encountered practical barriers, such as economic constraints and limited legal awareness
among potential beneficiaries. The third involved supporting non-state dispute resolution
mechanisms, the rule of law programmes, which adopt a top-down legal framework as a
foundation for women’s rights. It has been criticised for its shortcomings, inconsistencies and
poor results.?’ The application of a top-down legal framework often overlooks the cultural and
social complexities that shape conflict resolution in many communities, revealing a gap

between policy intentions and practical outcomes.

18 Lars Waldorf, ‘Introduction: Legal Empowerment in Transitions’ (2015) 19 The International Journal of
Human Rights 3, 230; Lars Waldorf, ‘Legal Empowerment and Horizontal Inequalities after Conflict’ (2019) 55
The Journal of Development Studies 3.

19 Pilar Domingo and Tam O’Neil, ‘The Politics of Legal Empowerment: Legal Mobilisation Strategies and
Implications for Development’ (2014) London ODI < Https://Media.Odi.Org/Documents/9008.Pdf> accessed
12" December 2024.

20 Ibid



https://media.odi.org/documents/9008.pdf

In contrast, the emergence of the last mechanism of legal empowerment as a distinct
approach represents a critical shift in understanding empowerment, which is the focus of this
thesis. Legal empowerment has been described as a fluid concept’! because it has many
definitions; it reflects a more participatory approach to empowerment, emphasising the agency
of marginalised people. It was first introduced by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), which
aims to assist members of developing countries in reducing poverty and improving the quality
of life for their populations by focusing on economic development. The ADB’s early definition
of legal empowerment was in 2001, clarifying it as ‘the use of law to increase the control that
disadvantaged populations exercise over their lives’.?? Ever since, competing definitions have
been formulated and applied. In 2006, the World Bank articulated a broader definition of the
term, moving away from the focused approach of legal empowerment in the development
arena. It elaborated that ‘legal’ in legal empowerment ‘extends far beyond the confines of the
purely formal legal system’ and includes an institutional dimension.?? It further elaborated that
legal empowerment is ‘the process of enhancing an individual’s or group’s capacity to make
purposive choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes’.>* Later
in 2008, the CLEP -formed in 2005 by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
to focus on creating development initiatives- declared that it “‘understands legal empowerment
to be a process of systemic change through which the poor and excluded become able to use
the law, the legal system, and legal services to protect and advance their rights and interests as

citizens and economic actors’.?

2! Ana Palacio, ‘Legal Empowerment of the Poor: An Action Agenda for the World Bank’ (2006) Washington,
DC: World Bank.

22 Asian Development Bank, ‘Law and Policy Reform at the Asian Development Bank’ (2001) 7 <
Https://Www.Adb.Org/Sites/Default/Files/Publication/29683/Lpr-Adb.Pdf > accessed 18" June 2025.

23 Palacio (n 21).

24 Ruth Alsop, Mette Frost Bertelsen, and Jeremy Holland, ‘Empowerment in Practice: From Analysis to
Implementation’ (2006) Washington, DC: World Bank, 1. <

Https://Documents. Worldbank.Org/En/Publication/Documents-
Reports/Documentdetail/286191468315851702/Empowerment-In-Practice-From-Analysis-To-Implementation >
accessed 29" July 2025.

25 The Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor (n10) 3.



https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/29683/lpr-adb.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/286191468315851702/empowerment-in-practice-from-analysis-to-implementation
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/286191468315851702/empowerment-in-practice-from-analysis-to-implementation

The Commission elaborated that it based legal empowerment on four pillars that
reinforce and rely on each other. They are access to justice and the rule of law, property rights,
labour rights and business rights.?® In its report, the CLEP revealed that many people are living
outside the protection of the law; they are excluded and often oppressed by the legal system,
which makes them vulnerable to abuse and discrimination.?” The interest in the concept arose
as a result, and it gained acceptance among policymakers as a means of achieving
developmental missions. A similar definition of the CLEP has been adopted by the United
Nations (UN) General Assembly in 2009. It has been argued that it has tacitly endorsed that
definition, giving it the status of soft law.?® The UN Secretary-General stated that legal
empowerment is ‘the process of systemic change through which the poor are protected and
enabled to use the law to advance their rights and their interests as citizens and economic
actors’.?” While the evolution of these phases illustrates growing recognition of the complexity
of empowerment in legal contexts, it also reveals ongoing challenges. The shift towards legal
empowerment is notable; nonetheless, it still requires continuous re-evaluation of how effective
the various definitions are in fostering genuine change for marginalised people, particularly in
terms of how the empowerment mechanisms are effective in terms of accessibility and impact

in real-world scenarios.

Additionally, scholars have provided their conceptualisation of legal empowerment too;
the most important for this thesis is that of Golub, who is credited with the use and
conceptualisation of the term in 2001 in the ADB study and subsequently provided a refined

definition of the term, stating that:

26 Ibid

27 Ibid 3-4.

28 Lars Waldorf, ‘Introduction: Legal Empowerment in Transitions’ (2015) 19 The International Journal of
Human Rights 3.

29 UN General Assembly, Report of The Secretary General, ‘Legal Empowerment of the Poor and Eradication of
Poverty’ (2009) A/64/133, Para. 3.
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Legal empowerment is the use of legal rights, services, systems, and reform, by and for the
disadvantaged populations and often in combination with other activities, to directly alleviate
their poverty, improve their influence on government actions and services, or otherwise

increase their freedom. *°

Naila Kabeer referred to empowerment as the process by which those who have been denied
the ability to make choices regain that ability.’! Kabeer viewed empowerment as a result,
explaining that for empowerment to occur, control over resources, agency, and achievement
are necessary.’? The thesis considers these definitions consistent with the CLEP’s and adds
additional elements to them. Golub considers legal empowerment both a process and a goal;
he agrees with CLEP in some instances but regards it as a goal in others.?* Kabeer agrees with
CLEP that legal empowerment enables disempowered people to effect changes through their
actions and adds a feminist approach to it. Based on the above definitions, it appears that the
meaning of legal empowerment varies according to the interests of the organisations and the
needs of the agencies where the projects are undertaken. For example, the World Bank
undertook five projects in different countries and in each project, the meaning of legal
empowerment differs.’ In 2009, the ADB indicated that in legal empowerment: ‘there is
insufficient consistency, precision, and clarity about what it means, even among non-
government organisation providers of legal empowerment services.’*> Efforts to empirically

demonstrate the further advantages of legal empowerment are ongoing.

30 Stephen Golub, ‘The Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor: One Big Step Forward and a Few
Steps Back for Development Policy and Practice’ (2009) 1 Hague Journal on the Rule of Law 101, 105.

31 Naila Kabeer, ‘Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women's
Empowerment’ (1999) 30 Development and Change 435.

32 E.g. Ibid

33 Stephen Golub, ‘Beyond Rule of Law Orthodoxy: The Legal Empowerment Alternative’ (2003) Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace Working Paper, 41 Rule of Law Series, Democracy and Rule of Law
Project, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Washington DC, 26- 27.

3% Alsop and others (n 24) 228-229.

35 Asian Development Bank, ‘Legal Empowerment for Women and Disadvantaged Groups: Final Report’ (2009)
Asian Development Bank < Https://Www.Adb.Org/Sites/Default/Files/Publication/29170/Legal-
Empowerment.Pdf > accessed 29" July 2025.
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This thesis follows the CLEP definition of legal empowerment because it has been set
as a process to serve two goals: protection and opportunity*®, which are among the goals of this
thesis to protect Saudi women from being deprived of their rights to work by different barriers
and to offer them opportunities to participate in the economy. Even though the CLEP grounds
legal empowerment in international human rights law®” which has been criticised as creating
tensions in practice such as using customary justice mechanisms which violate human rights3®,
this thesis, while it acknowledges the role human rights laws play and its limitations, it as stated
in the introduction, does not focus on international and national rights-based approach
concretely, law-oriented and development approaches are incorporated according to the needs
of Saudi women. By examining KSA’s context, the country's economic potential has been
addressed numerous times and is argued not to be underestimated. With the high numbers of
skilled workers and those under fifteen years of age, whom governments are emphasising and
investing in, particularly in their education, the outcome is promising.>> Even with this
optimism about the workforce’s capabilities, questions remain about whether the current
reforms benefit women. The improvement in women's situation across various sectors in KSA
is ongoing and appears promising, indicating the kingdom’s ability to provide opportunities
and create jobs compatible with 2 1st-century development. Nonetheless, considering the scope
and pace of these changes is crucial, and scrutinising the nature of these reforms is imperative.
The World Bank noted in 2020 that KSA was among the top ten economies to improve, driven
by comprehensive reforms across a range of indicators, including mobility, the workplace,

marriage, parenthood, entrepreneurship, and pensions.*® Those indicators ought to be analysed

36The Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor (n10) 28.

37 Ibid 4.

38 Lars Waldorf, ‘Legal Empowerment and Liberal- Local Peace-Building’, In Matt Saul and James Sweeney
(Ed.) International Law and Post-Conflict Reconstruction Policy (Abingdon: Routledge 2015) 230.

39 Abbas J Ali, ‘Middle East Competitiveness in the 21st Century’s Global Market’ (1999) 13 Academy of
Management Executive 1.

40 World Bank Group, Women, Business and the Law 2020 (Washington, DC: International Bank For
Reconstruction and Development / The World Bank 2020) <
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as interconnected parts of the broader socio-economic fabric of the country; they ought to be
translated into tangible employment opportunities, equitable gender treatment and noticeable
change. This is because the employment gap between men and women remains clear and
substantial, particularly in the Gulf region.*! Perhaps what is needed is more than the
enhancement of the structural framework for women’s employment; actual implementation,
inspection, and monitoring of such initiatives are required to facilitate Saudi women’s full

participation in the economy.

The current state of Saudi women’s employment in KSA reflects decades of low
economic participation. Recently, the country has initiated promising initiatives to increase this
low rate, and the progress is gradually becoming evident. In the past five years, the Global
Gender Gap Report (GGGR), which measures gender inequality in health, economy, education,
and political empowerment, has shown the country’s global ranking. The most distinctive
economy ranking achieved by KSA, as shown in Table. 1 below was in 2022, when it began
moving up from the bottom ten in the global ranking. It was noted as one of the most improved
countries in closing its gender gap. 2024 was also distinctive for KSA, as it demonstrated
significant progress on the equality ladder, with female labour participation reaching 43.2%.%
The 2020 GGGR index* ranked KSA 146™; the highlights were gaps in women’s managerial

positions and political representation. The most apparent gap in its 147" rank in the 2021

Hittps://Openknowledge. Worldbank.Org/Bitstream/Handle/10986/32639/9781464815324.Pdf?Sequence=10&Isa
llowed=Y > accessed 17" February 2022.

4! Sanja Kelly, ‘Recent Gains and New Opportunities for Women’s Rights in the Gulf Arab States’ (2009)
Freedom House. <
Https://Www.Freedomhouse.Org/Sites/Default/Files/Women%275%20Rights%20in%20the%20Middle%20East
%20and%20Noth%20A frica,%20Gulf%20Edition.Pdf > accessed 4™ January 2022; Beverly Dawn Metcalfe,
‘Women, Empowerment and Development in Arab Gulf States: A Critical Appraisal of Governance, Culture and
National Human Resource Development (HRD) Frameworks’ (2011) 14 Human Resource Development
International 2.

42 World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap 2024: Insight Report’ (2024) <
Hittps://Www3.Weforum.Org/Docs/ WEF_GGGR_2024.Pdf > accessed 5" December 2024, 38.

43 World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Report 2020’ (2020) <
Https://Www3.Weforum.Org/Docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.Pdf> Accessed 3" March 2022.
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GGGR index was women's income, which was, on average, only 24% of men's.** In the
Regional GGGR index, KSA ranked 15" among the 19 countries in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) in 2021.% In 2022, it became the most improved country in the region, ranking
6th among the 14 ranked countries.* It maintained its improvement until the last 2024 report.
It is essential to bear in mind that the MENA region continues to have the lowest female labour

force participation, underscoring the work that needs to be done in the countries.

Table. 1
The Global Gender KSA Rank (Results by Subindex)

Economic Participation and Opportunity

Gap Index

2020 rankings 146 out of 153 148 out of 153

2021 rankings 147 out of 156 149 out of 156

2022 rankings 127 out of 146 128 out of 146

2023 rankings*’ 131 out of 146 130 out of 146

2024 rankings 126 out of 146 125 out of 146

Table. 2

The Global Gender Gap Index rankings by region KSA Rank
2020 rankings 15 out of 19
2021 rankings 15 out of 19
2022 rankings 6 out of 13
2023 rankings 7 out of 13
2024 rankings 6 out of 15

Recent data suggest that legal reforms that provide employment opportunities for
women are significant, but they may not be the only means of enhancing women’s economic
participation. KSA has been formulating action plans to target women’s participation in the

country’s economic development.*® The country began to include women in its national plans,

4 World Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report 2021: Insight Report’ (2021) <
Https://Www3.Weforum.Org/Docs/WEF_GGGR._2021.Pdf > accessed 6" December 2024.

4 Ibid.

46 World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Report 2022: Insight Report’ (2022) <
Hittps:/Www3.Weforum.Org/Docs/ WEF_GGGR_2022.Pdf > accessed 1% June 2023.

47 World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Report 2023: Insight Report’ (2022) <
Https://Www3.Weforum.Org/Docs/WEF_GGGR._2023.Pdf > accessed 5" December 2024.

8 For Example, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Ministry of Economy & Planning, ‘The Eighth Development Plan
2005 —2009°<

Https://Planipolis.liep.Unesco.Org/Sites/Default/Files/Ressources/Saudi_Arabia_Eighth Development Plan.Pdf
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most clearly in 2005, with its Eighth National Plan. For example, one of the key goals of this
plan was to increase women’s participation in the economy, expand economic opportunities,
and remove constraints on their participation.*” The Ninth Development Plan was more
comprehensive than the previous one, as it incorporated most of the issues facing Saudi women,
whether social, economic, educational or health-related. The plan aimed to increase women’s
participation in the economy while also enhancing their roles and status within the family and
society.>® Nevertheless, neither plan aimed at women’s empowerment to seize employment
opportunities provided by the government or the private sector, nor to act as agents and choose
to participate in the economy. The Tenth Development Plan’! was the first to focus on women’s
empowerment and placed it as one of the country’s general goals. It proposed twelve policies
to achieve women’s empowerment, with the main goal of increasing the number of Saudi
working women and decreasing their unemployment rate by the end of the Plan.>? This has
been followed by Vision 2030, the latest National Development Plan’3, which further aims to
empower women. The agenda outlined in this Plan includes expanding employment
opportunities for Saudi women and empowering them through policies that encourage cultural

change and societal acceptance of women in the workforce.

In addition to the country’s national plans, most women-centred debates in KSA focus

on social change for women.>* This is based on the belief that altering the perception of gender

> accessed 27" February 2022; Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Ministry of Economy & Planning, ‘Objectives of the
Ninth Development Plan 2010-2014’ <
Hittps://Www.Mof.Gov.Sa/En/About/Oldstratigy/Ninth%20Development%20P1an%20-%20Appendix-z<x.Pdf
> accessed 27" February 2022.

49 KSA, Ministry of Economy & Planning, ‘The Eighth Development Plan 2005 — 2009’ (n 48).

S0KSA, Ministry of Economy & Planning, ‘Objectives of the Ninth Development Plan 2010-2014" (n 48)

5! Arab National Development Planning Portal, ‘The Tenth Development Plan 2015-2019 KSA’ <
Https://Andp.Unescwa.Org/Node/1239 > accessed 3" March 2022 [Arabic Version].

52 Ibid 80.

53 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, ‘Vision 2030” <
Https://Www.Vision2030.Gov.Sa/Media/RcObSoy1/Saudi Vision203.Pdf > accessed 29th June 2021.

54 E.g. Nora Alarifi Pharaon, ‘Saudi Women and the Muslim State in the Twenty-First Century’ (2004) 51 Sex
Roles 5/6; Mona Al-Munajjed, ‘“Women’s Employment in Saudi Arabia: A Major Challenge’ (2010) Booz & Co.
< Https://Www.Scribd.Com/Document/31477319/Womens-Employment-In-Saudi-Arabia-By-Booz-Co >
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roles can enhance women’s employment opportunities and career progression. Research
indicates that social context and gender equality play crucial roles in empowering women.>
Other scholars have added family networks to the social context as vital factors in supporting
women's empowerment in employment.® Nonetheless, effective strategies to address these
prevailing beliefs still require further exploration. This thesis addresses this gap by arguing that
most of the challenges faced by Saudi women in the employment sector can be resolved.
Firstly, the role of women in economic development must be acknowledged. Close attention to
the case of women in developed countries confirms that no society can carry out reforms based
on principles of equal opportunities and justice without this acknowledgement.’” Secondly, it
is crucial to raise awareness among women and the public about women’s legal rights and the
significance of their participation in economic development. This thesis will highlight the
importance of feminist approaches in this regard.’® Furthermore, it is necessary to implement
policies and legal reforms that specifically empower women. Overall, understanding the
historical and theoretical development of social and economic inequality, along with a cultural
awareness of gender roles, would assist in studying the challenges faced by women,>® as
highlighted in this thesis. This understanding is vital to appreciating the complexities of gender
and to developing legal empowerment strategies that enable women to participate in the

economy.®® Overall, the above paragraphs provided an overview of legal empowerment, its

accessed 17th July 2025; Almathami and others (n15); Mohamed A. Abou-Shouk, Maryam Taha Mannaa and
Ahmed Mohamed Elbaz, ‘“Women’s Empowerment and Tourism Development: A Cross-Country Study’ (2021)
37 Tourism Management Perspectives 100782.

55 For Example, Karen Oppenheim Mason and Herbert L. Smith, ‘Women’s Empowerment and Social Context:
Results from Five Asian Countries’ (2003) Washington, DC: Gender and Development Group, World Bank;
Naila Kabeer, “Women’s Economic Empowerment and Inclusive Growth: Labour Markets and Enterprise
Development’ (2012) 44 International Development Research Centre 1.

56 For Example, Almathami and others (n13).

57 Bahiya Jawad Aljishi, ‘Reforms and Political Participation of Women in the Kingdom of Bahrain’ (2013) 11
Turkish Policy Quarterly 4.

58 Such as, Andrea Cornwall, ‘Women’s Empowerment: What Works?” (2016) 28 Journal of International
Development 342.

59 Valentine M. Moghadam, ‘Women’s Economic Participation in the Middle East: What Difference Has the
Neoliberal Policy Turn Made?’ (2005) 1 Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 1.

60 Beverly Dawn Metcalfe, ‘Gender and HRM In the Middle East’ (2007) 18 International Journal of Human
Resource Management 1.
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definitions, and the current essential contextual factors in KSA, including its history and recent

developments. The following lines highlight the gap in the literature that this thesis fills.

There is a wealth of quantitative research on women’s employment and economic
participation in KSA.°! Nonetheless, qualitative studies focusing on the legal empowerment of
women in the economic sector in KSA are scarce, leaving a gap in understanding the links
between quantitative and qualitative data and the reasons behind the numbers and percentages.
Many existing studies on women’s legal empowerment in KSA are often general. For example,
Rizvi and Hussain®? examined recent governmental reforms in KSA aimed at empowering
women across social, familial, and economic sectors, which they found to be successful in
achieving the country’s 2030 vision. The study found that the reforms are indeed empowering
Saudi women and yielding current and future benefits for them. Other studies have focused on
Saudi women’s education and awareness as tools to empower women in the employment
sector. Al-Qahtani et al. discussed women’s economic empowerment, ascertaining how
empowerment in one sector can lead to empowerment in another.%® The study found that the
educational empowerment of women in KSA would directly lead to women’s economic
empowerment, while political empowerment could indirectly, through academic
empowerment, enhance women's participation in the country's economic sector. Indeed,
women’s education is a key factor in economic participation,® as it increases their awareness

of their inequalities and empowers them to assert their employment rights.®> Moreover, studies

61 E.g. World Bank Report, ‘Saudi Arabia Human Capital Index 2020’ (2020) <

Https://Databank. Worldbank.Org/Data/Download/Hci/HCI 2pager SAU.Pdf> accessed 10t J. anuary 2022

62 Lubna Javed Rizvi and Zahid Hussain, ‘Empowering Woman Through Legal Reforms- Evidence from Saudi
Arabian Context’ (2021) 64 International Journal of Law and Management 2.

63 Maleeha Mohammed Zaaf Al-Qahtani, Tarek Tawfik Yousef Alkhateeb, Haider Mahmood, Manal Abdalla
Zahed Abdalla and Thikkryat Jebril Obaid Talalah Qaralleh, ‘The Role of The Academic and Political
Empowerment of Women in Economic, Social and Managerial Empowerment: The Case of Saudi Arabia’
(2020) 8 Economies 45.

64 Kabeer and Luisa (n 12).

%5 For Example, Abdulmalik Al-Haj and Nouf Abdullah Al-Nasser, ‘The Working Women’s Awareness of the
Problem of Glass Ceilings in the Saudi Arabia Kingdom: A Field Study on a Sample of Employees of the
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have discussed social norms and women’s familial responsibilities as barriers to economic
participation in KSA®, while others have focused on family and society as enablers in Saudi
women’s empowerment, such as Almathami et al., which studied Saudi women’s
empowerment in the events sector. ¢’ The study primarily focused on the role of family and
society in enabling women’s participation in the economy by easing Saudi women's access to

tourism sectors.

The studies above recognised the importance of women’s empowerment, the
significance of women’s education and awareness, the role of legal reforms in women’s lives,
and the effects of family and society on their employment. Nonetheless, the existing research
remains insufficient to comprehensively address the reasons for Saudi women’s low
participation in the economy; it does not address whether legal empowerment and feminism
are suitable for the context or what the main barriers are to their employment and legal
empowerment, nor do they explicitly focus on providing a coherent legal empowerment
framework. This paper acknowledges the low number of women participating in the KSA
economy compared to other parts of the world®® and contributes to the body of knowledge by
examining women’s legal empowerment in the economic sector through the lenses of feminist
and developmental approaches. Current strategies lack active policies or are not cohesively

argued within the legal empowerment framework, leaving room for significant improvement.

Government Apparatus in Riyadh’ (2017) 15 University of Sharjah Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences
170.

% Janneke Pieters and Stephan Klasen, ‘Randomization for Women’s Economic Empowerment? Lessons and
Limitations of Randomized Experiments’ (2020) 127 World Development 104820; Mason and Smith (n 55).
67 Almathami and Others (n15).

8 KSA General Authority for Statistics, ‘GASTAT: Unemployment Rate for Total Population in Kingdom
Stabilizes at 3.5% in Q1 2024’ < Https://Www.Stats.Gov.Sa/En/W/Gastat-Unemployment-Rate-For-Total-
Population-In-Kingdom-Stabilizes-At-3.5-In-Q1-
2024#:~:Text=GASTAT%20reported%20that%20the%20overall%20unemployment%20rate%2C,2024%20from
%207.8%25%20in%20the%20previous%20quarter.> Accessed 10" January 2022; Hamood Al-Omar,
‘Empowering Women in Higher Education Institutions in Saudi Arabia Kingdom: Reality and Expectation’
(2018) 21 Journal of Administrative and Economic Sciences 43.
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Moreover, there is a limited focus on feminism in KSA literature, particularly regarding Islamic
feminism and the legal empowerment of women, though some studies address this within the
broader Middle East context. For example, Metcalfe’s study, which examines Islamic feminism
and development in the Middle East, highlights the importance of this movement in elucidating
women's role in development and in contributing to the planning of equality.®® Many other
studies have also emphasised the role of feminists in development plans.”’ As a result,
considering feminism as a social movement that helps to understand the diversity and values
of women within the development agenda, the study finds it an opportunity to apply this

perspective to the case of KSA.

This thesis acknowledges the significance of legal reforms in empowering women but
argues that legislation and resource allocation alone would not bring about women's
empowerment in KSA. Additionally, the study acknowledges that both education and family
relationships are key players in women’s access to employment and participation in the
economy.’! Nonetheless, it argues that education does not always translate into employment
opportunities if other factors are absent. For example, societal resentment, a lack of work
opportunities, and a lack of family support can disempower women from entering employment.
Moreover, women can pursue higher education but lack the skills required in the workforce”
or specialise in unpopular fields in the current market. Similar to societal beliefs and customs,

the study argues that focusing on changing such norms would not be enough unless combined

8 Metcalfe (n 41).

"0 E.g. Valeria Esquivel, ‘Power and the Sustainable Development Goals: A Feminist Analysis’ (2016) 24
Gender & Development 1.

"l Kabeer and Luisa (n 12).

2 E.g. Rumana Ahmed and Nelia Hyndman-Rizk, ‘The Higher Education Paradox: Towards Improving
Women’s Empowerment, Agency Development and Labor Force Participation in Bangladesh’ (2020) 32 Gender
and Education 447.
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with raising women’s awareness of their rights. It calls on women to recognise their rights,

utilise resources for their benefit, act as agents, and exercise their choices.

Ultimately, this thesis advocates for legal empowerment as the approach that combines
various methods to support women in achieving sustainable employment. It combines legal
reforms, legal awareness, education, agency, and the ability to make choices, along with
developmental and feminist theories, to enable women to fully participate in the economy and
overcome the barriers they face in KSA. This is intended to address a gap in the literature,
given the country's low ranking in the GGGR reports, despite efforts undertaken in the past
decade to encourage women’s economic participation. The gap also needs to be filled due to
the complexity of women’s situation in KSA, as cultural, societal, and individual beliefs, as
well as the economy, are all interwoven. Additionally, the thesis presents a combination of
quantitative and qualitative data that explain, strengthen, and build on one another to provide
a deeper understanding of and solution to the problem. In summary, this thesis aims to fill a
research gap by examining the impact of KSA’s legal reforms and the primary reasons and
barriers to low women’s participation rates in the economy. It fills a research gap by proposing
the application of women’s legal empowerment strategies in the country, utilising development
rights-based and law-oriented approaches from a feminist perspective to promote legal
empowerment and enhance economic participation. Such strategies provide women with a
comprehensive framework that supports education, awareness, and the ability to demand
accountability. This section outlined the thesis's focus by providing a statement of the problem,
examining the existing literature, identifying areas requiring further research, and justifying the

problem. The following section elaborates on the hypothesis that the study intends to prove.
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1.3  Hypothesis, Justifications and Significance

This thesis aims to identify strategies to advance women’s legal empowerment in
employment in KSA, with the expectation that such empowerment will enable them to
understand their rights, advocate for them, and exercise their employment choices. Given
KSA's highlighted stance on the GGGR and the persistent challenges women face in
employment, the hypotheses are designed to explore the barriers to women's economic
participation. Based on the review of the literature and the recent transformative initiatives in
KSA, the thesis presents the following hypotheses. Firstly, if Saudi women are provided with
resources such as education, work opportunities, and supportive family and community
structures, they will experience an increase in their sense of agency. Coupled with a heightened
awareness of their rights and the legal capacity to act, this empowerment will enable them to
participate more fully in the economy. This hypothesis is based on Kabeer’s feminist approach:
if Saudi women can act for themselves, define their goals, and bring motivation and purpose to
their actions, they can explain their life choices and pursue their goals even while facing
constraints.”® Thus, if Saudi women are given essential resources, it enhances their agency; this
enhanced agency will manifest in various forms and empower them to make autonomous life

choices, thereby enabling them to realise their capabilities’* and participate in the economy.

Secondly, this study aims to gather data to test the hypothesis that integrating Islamic
feminist approaches into the framework of women’s legal empowerment in KSA will
significantly increase women’s participation in the public sphere. The thesis expects potential

challenges in demonstrating this hypothesis; nonetheless, the pivotal role of Islam in shaping

73 Kabeer (n 31).
4 Amartya Sen, Commodities and Capabilities (Amsterdam: North Holland 1985).
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KSA’s laws and societal norms underscores the significance of consulting Islamic feminist
interpretations of women’s issues. Numerous scholars across various countries have
established the discourse to affirm women’s rights based on Islam and contend to differentiate
Islam from patriarchal Islamists or other scholars who hold a restricted view of the religion.”
Some of the Islamic feminist scholars consulted include Afsaneh Najmabadeh’® and Ziba Mir-
Hosseini’’, who focused on rereading the Quran for gender equality, Fatima Mernissi, who
highlighted the spuriousness of some Hadith (prophet Mohammed’s sayings, actions or
approvals) that are used in society to uphold a misogynist interpretation of Islam; and Amina
Wadud who devoted her writings to explaining how Islam guarantees gender equality and
justice.”® Lastly, in Egypt, Suad Salih argued for women’s right to hold the position of Mufti
(the authority to issue an authoritative interpretation of Islam).” This hypothesis asserts that
applying Islamic feminist approaches in KSA could lead to substantive advances in women’s

employment rights, drawing parallels with progress observed in other countries.

The third hypothesis is that legal empowerment, viewed through the lenses of
development organisations and scholars’ approaches, will significantly enhance Saudi women's
participation in the economy. Non-governmental organisations’ work involves tackling issues
of inadequate legal implementation and law reforms that have negligible impact on the poor

and the disadvantaged,®® as well as issues faced by women in employment in KSA.

5 Margot Badran, ‘Understanding Islam, Islamism, and Islamic Feminism’ (2001) 13 Journal of Women's
History 1.

76 Afsaneh Najmabadeh, ‘Feminism in an Islamic Republic, ‘Years of Hard- Ship, Years of Growth’ In Yvonne
Yazbek Haddad and John Esposito (Ed.) Islam, Gender, and Social Change (New York: Oxford University
Press1997).

77 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, ‘Stretching the Limits: A Feminist Reading of the Shari‘a in Post-Khomeini Iran’ In Mai
Yamani (Ed.) Feminism and Islam: Legal and Literary Perspectives (New York: New York University Press
1996).

8 Amina Wadud, Quran and Woman (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1992).

7 Gisela Webb, ‘Introduction: ‘May Muslim Women Speak for Themselves, please?’ In Gisela Webb (Ed.)
Windows of Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University
Press 2000).

80 Stephen Golub, 'Legal Empowerment: Impact and Implications for the Development Community and the
World Bank' (2006) 2 World Bank Legal Rev 167.
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Developmental legal empowerment’s primary impacts are to promote freedom and governance
and to alleviate poverty.3! It achieves this by diverting from the traditional ‘top-down’ ‘state-
centred’ rule of the law orthodoxy in which ‘development agency personnel design and

82> t0 a bottom-

implement law-oriented projects in cooperation with high government officials
up approach. An approach that enables women to identify their needs rather than having those
needs dictated by developmental agencies. This process is informal and encourages
collaboration between women, lawyers, and government representatives as partners in the
development process; it has also been argued to be a ‘must’ for socioeconomic development
efforts®® due to its advantages. The thesis expects the approach to enable Saudi women to
participate in the law reforms and the implementation of policies affecting them, as a form of
legal empowerment. In summary, the thesis examines legal empowerment as a catalyst for
innovation in civil society, particularly for women. This legal empowerment is to be
implemented as a process, through the lenses of feminist, Islamic feminist, and development

bodies’ perspectives, to enhance women’s economic participation in KSA. The justifications

and significance of the research problem and hypothesis are presented below.

The decision to focus this study on KSA is based on the country’s most controversial
practices regarding gender inequality and women's rights. KSA provides an appropriate setting
for this research due to the recent dynamic changes in laws regarding women. The significance
of this research lies in its ability to provide insight into the communal behaviour of KSA’s
residents in the context of equality and women’s empowerment, as such information has been

challenging to obtain, and the existing data are limited.?* Scholars have described civil society

81 Tbid

82 Golub (n 33).

8 Tbid

84 Tarfah Alrashed, Jumana Almahmoud, Mohamad Alrished, Sattam Alsubaiee, Mansour Alsaleh, and Carlos
Sandoval Olascoaga, ‘Social Communities in Urban Mobility Systems in Social Computing and Social Media’
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in KSA as ‘surprisingly under-researched and somewhat unrecognisable’>; women in the

country have been difficult to reach and understand regarding their behaviours and ideologies.
Since they are, like their counterparts in other countries, expected to progress, contribute and
establish themselves while overcoming restraints imposed by customs and traditions, their
inclusion in future developments, political initiatives, and legal reforms has been recognised
by KSA. Saudi women represent not only a significant part of the social fabric but also a driving
force for change. Their empowerment serves as a clear indicator of the Kingdom's progressive
direction and speed towards development.®® For this thesis, legal reforms, legislation, and
governmental policies are the leading players in prioritising women’s roles, opening new
opportunities for them, easing their access to employment and improving their situation in the
economic sector; ¥’ such initiatives could be a clear demonstration of the country’s commitment

to a more inclusive and dynamic future.

Before the most recent 2030 vision reforms aimed at increasing the number of women
in employment, there were schemes known as Saudisation and, later, Nitagat rules in
employment and labour laws. Saudisation is a government development scheme to replace
foreign workers with Saudi nationals. It aims to increase employment opportunities for Saudi
nationals, male and female.3® Nitagat was later established as one of the Ministry of Human

Resources and Social Development (HRSD) initiatives to increase the rate of Saudisation in

(8™ International Conference, SCSM Toronto, ON, Canada, Proceedings 178, 2016) <
Https://Link.Springer.Com/Content/Pdf/10.1007/978-3-319-39910-2.Pdf> accessed 29" July 2025.

85 Caroline Montagu, ‘Civil Society and the Voluntary Sector in Saudi Arabia’ (2010) 64 The Middle East
Journal 1.

8 Shaker Nabulsi, ‘Saudi Women Struggle to Confront the Religious Guise of Male Power’, In: Joshua Craze
and Mark Huband (Eds) The Kingdom: Saudi Arabia and the Challenge of the 21st Century (London: C. Hurst &
Co 2009) 165.

87 E.g. The World Bank, ‘Saudi Women Rising Up in Business in Line with Vision 2030’ (2020) <
Https://Www.Worldbank.Org/En/News/Feature/2020/03/11/Saudi-Women-Rising-Up-In-Business-In-Line-With-
Vision-2030 > accessed 11" January 2022; Khalood Al-Thaqafi, ‘The Saudi Women Role in Development:
Women Entrepreneurs in the Eastern Region as a Model’ (2017) 26 King Khalid University Journal for
Humanities 1.

8 Robert Looney, ‘Saudization and Sound Economic Reforms: Are the Two Compatible?’ (2004) 3 Strategic
Insights 2.



https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-3-319-39910-2.pdf
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the private sector and to classify companies accordingly.®® The scheme has been put in place
partly to create more jobs and increase women’s participation in the labour market;
nonetheless, since women’s participation in the economy remains low”’, the initiatives are
argued to be of limited success. The schemes proved that foreign labour does not solely deprive
Saudi females of working opportunities, rather other societal, cultural, religious or familial
barriers ought to be examined. These outcomes lay the foundation for this research, which
explores the factors influencing Saudi women's employment and the obstacles to their
economic participation, and proposes a legal empowerment approach for women. It is a way
to help address the practical and theoretical issues of Saudi women’s low participation in the
economy, as well as the best approach to understanding Saudi women and addressing the

situation. It addresses a gap in the literature as discussed above in section 1.2.

The significant contribution of this thesis is to propose a new understanding of Saudi
women's employment by examining factors that indirectly affect their economic participation.
It suggests examining the roots of the phenomenon to assist in planning the most effective
strategies to improve the situation. The thesis’s originality lies in introducing the concept of
legal empowerment through the lenses of development bodies and feminists to the context of
KSA. This is significant theoretically, as the Saudi experience can confirm some of the
outcomes of legal empowerment presented by developmental agencies and feminists.
Practically, it suggests how KSA could advance the situation of women and employment. The

following section presents the thesis's rationale and outlines its key questions.

8 KSA Unified National Platform, Labor and Employment <
Hittps://Www.My.Gov.Sa/Wps/Portal/Snp/Aboutksa/Employment > accessed 13 J anuary 2022.
%0'World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Report 2021: Insight Report’ (n 44).
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1.4  Aims, Objectives and Questions

The research aims to critically examine the extent to which recent legal reforms in KSA
have contributed to women’s legal empowerment in employment, and to identify the remaining
barriers and strategies needed to strengthen women’s participation in the labour market. In
KSA, there is a lack of effective enjoyment of equal rights for women to participate in the
economic sector. Recently, the country recognised the importance of including women in the
economic sector to achieve sustainable development; consequently, many legal reforms were
implemented, the implications of which are discussed in the literature review chapters. The
thesis evaluates the effectiveness of these reforms in empowering Saudi women and suggests
mechanisms to enhance their employment situation, highlighting legal empowerment as a

significant approach to ensure their participation in the economy.

The objectives of the thesis, therefore, are to analyse the existing legal measures and
reforms relating to Saudi women’s empowerment and assess their role in enhancing their
economic participation. To evaluate the effectiveness of those reforms in altering the current
situation of women. To identify the main key personal, relational, social, cultural, and structural
barriers that continue to restrict women’s entrance, remaining, or advancement within the
labour market. The objectives also include assessing women’s awareness of and engagement
with their employment rights and exploring their agency and the factors that enhance it. Most
importantly, it is necessary to apply diverse theories and approaches to generate the most
suitable strategies for women’s legal empowerment in KSA. Firstly, given that this research is
predominantly centred on women, it will draw upon feminist theories of development,
particularly Naila Kabeer’s framework concerning resources, agency, and achievement.

Second is to incorporate Islamic feminist theories that advocate for gender equality, which is
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especially relevant in the context of a Muslim country like KSA. Thirdly, the thesis adopts
strategies promoted by development agencies, such as those put forth by the World Bank and
the CLEP, to enhance understanding of the main research question: how the legal
empowerment approach can foster greater participation by women in KSA’s economy. These
theoretical frameworks will help assess the impact of legal reforms in empowering women to
overcome societal and traditional patriarchal constraints. The final objective of the thesis is to
develop practical recommendations that are clear to policymakers, employers, and society on
how to enhance women’s legal empowerment and strengthen their economic participation,

thereby contributing to ongoing efforts to advance women’s empowerment in the country.

The formulation of the research questions in this study is grounded in an integrated
analytical framework that combines the concepts of legal empowerment introduced by Golub
and adopted by the CLEP, Kabeer’s resources, agency, and achievement frameworks, and
Islamic feminism, as elaborated, e.g., by Badran and Mir-Hosseini. The CLEP’s legal
empowerment approach frames the investigation into the extent to which the legal measures
implemented in KSA have enabled women to claim and exercise their rights in the labour
market. The approach not only regards law as an instrument of control and order, but also as a
means to enable the disadvantaged to gain access to justice and economic opportunities.
Kabeer’s empowerment theory complements this by emphasising women’s agency, access to
resources, and achievements as interdependent dimensions of women’s empowerment, thereby
informing questions related to the capacities and strategies Saudi women need to engage
effectively with the law and improve their economic positions. It justifies the research sub-
questions that explore the personal and structural factors that enable Saudi women to exercise
agency and translate their legal rights into meaningful economic participation. Finally, Islamic

legal feminism situates the thesis’s analysis within the cultural and religious context of KSA.
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It demonstrates that women’s legal empowerment can be pursued in harmony with Islamic
principles of justice and equality, which can serve as a foundation for such empowerment
through interpretations and engagement with Sharia-based legal systems. Laws related to
labour and employment in KSA form a hybrid system, incorporating a regulated employment
framework that aligns with Islamic principles.’! This system is neither purely liberal in the
Western sense nor entirely based on Sharia law, but rather provides a flexible, culturally
grounded legal environment that can accommodate the integration of seemingly disparate
theories, offering a contextualised framework of legal empowerment that is gender- and
culturally sensitive in the country. Together, these theory frameworks inform the study’s
contextualised understanding of women’s empowerment in KSA, provide a culturally sensitive
and theoretically robust foundation for exploring the effectiveness of the legal reforms, the
barriers women continue to face, and the roles of both law and agency in advancing women’s

empowerment in the Saudi employment sector.

The central research questions guiding this study are: to what extent the legal measures
implemented in KSA are effective in encouraging women’s participation in the economy, and
what are the principal barriers currently faced by women in accessing the labour market? The
sub-questions posed include: What measures are required to overcome the barriers Saudi
women face in entering and remaining in the labour market? What are the personal and legal
qualities needed by Saudi women to engage with the law, make use of the implemented
measures and advance their economic empowerment? Why is women’s legal empowerment,
as proposed in this thesis, one of the most effective strategies for improving Saudi women’s
situation in the employment sector? and how can legal empowerment-be used as a practical

tool in KSA to enhance Saudi women’s participation in the economy? Finally, what are the

! Amgad T Husein, John M B Balouziyeh and Jonathan G Burns, ‘Saudi Arabia’ in Erika C Collins (ed.) The
Employment Law Review ( 7" edition, Law Business Research Ltd 2016) 611.
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respective roles of the law and Saudi women in fostering empowerment at the personal,
relational, and institutional levels? The next section explains the thesis methodology and how

it is the best suited to answer the research Questions.

1.5 Methodology

This thesis examines the research issue through an exploratory mixed-methods
investigation, employing socio-legal, quantitative, qualitative, doctrinal, and empirical
research methods to fulfil its aims and objectives. The thesis’s main methods -tools- of data
aggregation are questionnaires and governmental legislation as primary data. The Secondary
data includes relevant government publications, journal articles, periodic state reports,
textbooks, documentation, and newspaper reports. The methodology justifies using a socio-
legal focus, combined with mixed quantitative and qualitative methods, to answer the research

questions.

Using a mixed-methods survey design, both subjective and objective data were
collected to best address the research questions. The findings reveal the current employment
realities for Saudi women, the effects of ongoing legal and social reforms, and the barriers
women still face in gaining and maintaining employment. This methodology enables an in-
depth exploration of women’s challenges and their views on how to overcome them. Notably,
including responses from both men and women provides a well-rounded understanding of
gendered dynamics influencing women’s participation in the labour market. For example, it
identified the issues and challenges women perceive, as well as what they believe would
improve their situation, contrasting these with the barriers men see to women’s employment

and the solutions they consider necessary.
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Moreover, given that employment in KSA is considered a family issue, understanding
men’s attitudes and support is vital since they continue to influence women’s employment
decisions and opportunities. They play a role in helping women overcome employment barriers
and make the most of empowerment opportunities. Long-standing male dominance in most
professional sectors has likely contributed to limited awareness of the specific challenges and
needs women face at work. This dominance may also have led to a lack of understanding of
women's needs compared to men, resulting in women's issues being overlooked. That is, what
women perceive as barriers may not be acknowledged as such by their male counterparts. The
survey data revealed divergent gender-based perceptions of women’s empowerment needs and
of their position in the labour market, underscoring the value of incorporating both male and
female perspectives for a holistic understanding of women’s empowerment in the Saudi
context. Accordingly, the chosen methodology is well-positioned to address the research
questions, offering nuanced insights into the effectiveness of legal measures, persistent

obstacles, and the socio-legal factors shaping women’s economic engagement in KSA.

The thesis acknowledges that law shapes and can be shaped by the political, social, and
economic contexts; it is inherently intertwined with the fabric of social and political structures,
and thus can only be understood in context.”? Socio-legal studies examine how law interacts
with and is shaped by its social context, analysing the cultural, political, and economic factors

93

that influence legal institutions and practices.”” The sociolegal approach is suitable for this

research because it addresses two fundamental questions that determine its appropriateness.

First is whether terms such as “inadequate”, “effective”, or “reform” are part of the proposal

discussion; second, whether the analysis draws upon certain open textures and interdisciplinary

92 Harris Phill, ‘Curriculum Development in Legal Studies’ (1986) 20 Law Teacher 2, 112.
93 Roger Cotterrell, Law's Community: Legal Theory in Sociological Perspective (Oxford: Oxford Socio-Legal
Studies 1997).
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concepts.” The responses to both questions are positive because the study examines reforms
in KSA regarding women and assesses the effectiveness of women’s empowerment in the
country. The study responds to the second question with value statements, separating legal
considerations from other political, economic, or financial aspects, demonstrating that a socio-

legal approach is the most effective for this analysis.

Furthermore, the use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods in this study
is significant because it provides an in-depth understanding of the current situation of Saudi
women in the economy, gives them a voice, and examines their views, experiences, and
behaviour regarding this sensitive and complex situation. The questionnaire’s open- and
closed-ended questions are designed to identify issues from the participant’s perspective,
particularly in how they perceive, understand, and expect from the concept and initiatives of
women's legal empowerment. Finally, the indicators set in the questionnaire are designed to
measure women’s legal empowerment at all levels and to avoid bias, thereby reducing frequent
criticism that they disproportionately favour educated participants and those who are
economically advantaged in society.” They cover both economic and non-economic
dimensions and explicitly address the legal and cultural spheres. Building on this section, the

next section will delineate the research scope.

4 Donnacha O’Donovan, ‘Socio-Legal Methodology: Conceptual Underpinnings, Justifications and Practical
Pitfalls’ in Cahillane L and Schweppe J (eds), Legal Research Methods: Principals and Practicalities (Clarus
Press 2016)

%5 Hanny Cueva Beteta, ‘What is Missing in Measures of Women's Empowerment?’ (2006) 7 Journal of Human
Development 2.
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1.6  Scope and Limitations

The research examines women’s legal empowerment in KSA from a developmental
studies perspective, with a focus on the employment sector. The targeted populations are Saudi
nationals of various ages, genders, educational backgrounds, and social statuses. The
questionnaire is the primary tool for collecting data, which is subsequently analysed using
content analysis. The research philosophy draws on the Islamic feminist paradigm, aiming to
activate women's rights in the Quran through egalitarian interpretations and to challenge
patriarchy, while advocating for legal reforms that reflect the principle of equality for all. *® By
adopting this philosophy, religion will be treated as a tool for women’s empowerment in KSA,
a suitable approach for this thesis since Islamic law is the basis of all internal legislation in the

country. Article 7 of the Saudi Basic Law of Governance states:

Government in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia derives its authority from the Book of God
and the Sunna of the Prophet (PBUH), which are the ultimate sources of reference for this

Law and the other laws of the State.”’

This philosophy will be discussed and used as an insight into the Saudi context. It is the ability
to incorporate religion into decision-making through an interpretive mechanism that can serve
a wide range of perspectives. Under such an interpretive approach, both conservative and
liberal outcomes could be achieved. The thesis, within the framework of Islamic feminism,
presents the complex form of women's empowerment in KSA. The terms used in the thesis will

be clarified in the following section.

% E.g. Margot Badran, ‘Engaging Islamic Feminism’ In Anitta Kynsilehto (Ed.) Islamic Feminism: Current
Perspectives (Tampere Peace Research Institute, Occasional Paper No. 96, Finland 2008).

7 The Embassy of KSA, ‘Law: Basic Law of Governance’ < Httpsruary://Www.Saudiembassy.Net/Basic-Law-
Governance> accessed 17 February 2022.
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Many of the terminologies used in this discussion have been asserted to have more than
one meaning. Firstly, definitions of “empowerment” vary according to the specific needs of
agencies to fulfil their missions®®; some base it on global leading movements, such as feminism
and Black Power. Definitions pouring into development came from a variety of sources, such
as feminist scholarship, the Christian right, New Age self-help manuals, and business
management.”® The meaning used in the thesis is drawn from the World Bank’s perspective: it
aims to enable women to have freedom of choice and control over their lives. It is also to
remove the formal, such as laws and regulations of the state or the market, and the informal,
such as norms of social solidarity or social exclusion, institutional barriers that limit their
choices or prevent them from taking action to improve their lives.!® This understanding of

empowerment is simple and aligns with development initiatives in KSA.

Secondly, the term “Women's empowerment” in this research refers to giving women
the opportunity to make decisions and participate in social and economic life. It is to create a
situation in which they are authorised to implement programmes and policies that affect their
lives.!%! The definition of women’s legal empowerment adopted in this study is of the CLEP,
‘a process of systemic change through which the poor and excluded become able to use the
law, the legal system, and legal services to protect and advance their rights and interests as
citizens and economic actors’.!%? It is adopted within a feminist framework that raises women’s
awareness of their rights, agency, and ability to exercise their choices, and equips them with

the capacity to use the law to protect and advance those rights. The first part of the section

%8 Mick Moore, ‘Empowerment at Last?’ (2001) 13 Journal of International Development 3.

%9 Andrea Cornwall and Karen Brock, Beyond Buzzwords: Poverty Reduction Participation and Empowerment
in Development Policy (Programme Paper Number 10, UNRISD 2005).

100 Deepa Narayan, Empowerment and Poverty Reduction: A Sourcebook (Washington, DC: World Bank 2002).
101 patricia S.E. and Becky Michele Mulvaney, Women, Power., and Ethnicity — Working Toward Reciprocal
Empowerment (The Haworth Press 2003).

102 The Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor (n10) 3.
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outlined the research scope and defined key terms; the second part discusses the thesis’s

limitations.

The study has several limitations that should be outlined to be addressed in future
research. First, the study’s narrow scope regarding the targeted population and the research
sample of one hundred are determined by the researcher's time, resources, and capacity, factors
that significantly contribute to the research’s limitations. Second, there is a lack of statistical
data and formal information on women’s legal empowerment in employment in KSA. The
research acknowledges the limited prior studies on this topic and takes advantage of the
opportunity created by this research gap, as noted in the thesis’s significance section.
Nonetheless, this lack of precedent also presents challenges in establishing a theoretical

foundation, comparing the findings, and justifying the selected methods.

Additionally, as an exploratory study, this thesis required considerable time and effort
to address the gaps in the literature. Another challenge that limited progress was the openness
of society to responding to the questions and the appropriateness of those questions within the
ideological climate, which required time and effort for outcomes to emerge. Finally, the limited
research in KSA on the legal empowerment of women in employment may stem from the
limited national information, the absence of data and statistics'%3, and the relative sensitivity of
the issue for women and society, as well as the relatively new ideology of women's
empowerment in the country, which has posed limitations in several aspects of the research at
various stages. After reviewing the thesis's limitations, the upcoming section will present the

research plan and its structure to meet the set aims and objectives.

103 Abduelah Mobaraki and Birgitta Soderfeldt, ‘Gender Inequity in Saudi Arabia and Its Role in Public Health’
(2010) 16 Eastern Mediterranean Health Journal 1.
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1.7 Structure

The structure of the thesis is as follows: this Introductory Chapter proposes the research
title, clarifies the rationale for its selection, outlines its aims, objectives, and questions, explains
the gap the research addresses in the literature, and proposes its hypothesis, methodology,
scope, and limitations. The second chapter discusses the KSA context, covering the socio-
economic, cultural and political position of women, particularly in relation to patriarchy and
empowerment. This is followed by the Third Chapter, which focuses on the KSA legal and
policy framework governing women’s access to employment and economic resources,
including a discussion of the effects of the feminisation of labour and the double burden
phenomenon. The purpose of the Fourth Chapter is to review KSA's governmental reforms on
women's employment, assess their effectiveness, and identify legal, cultural, and economic
barriers to women's empowerment in the country. The Fifth Chapter presents the theoretical
and analytical framework for Women’s Legal Empowerment in KSA: namely, Feminism and
Islamic feminism, Naila Kabeer's theory of women's agency, development theories, and the
CLEP's approach to legal empowerment. Additionally, it discusses the importance of
subjective legal empowerment in KSA. Chapter Six explains the methods of the thesis. Chapter
Seven presents the empirical results, while Chapter Eight focuses on the thesis's data analysis.

Finally, Chapter Nine concludes the thesis with recommendations for future research.
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Chapter Two

Social, Cultural and Socioeconomic Foundations of Women’s

Empowerment in KSA Context

Introduction

This chapter provides the contextual and theoretical foundation necessary to understand
the environment in which Saudi women navigate their legal and economic rights. It addresses
the main research question by exploring how social, cultural, legal and structural factors
influence Saudi women’s participation in the labour market. It critically examines the social
setting in KSA and the prevailing conditions that shape women’s empowerment. By analysing
such foundational elements, the chapter establishes how deeply rooted norms, institutions, and
interpretations of gender intersect with contemporary reforms and the broader legal
empowerment agenda. This chapter consists of two main sections. It begins by introducing the
society and cultural landscape of KSA, focusing on patriarchy and its impact on women's rights
and employment decisions. This section highlights how societal expectations, cultural
perceptions, and religious discourse continue to influence women’s economic participation,

thereby directly informing the barriers outlined in the research questions.

The second part turns to the theoretical dimension of women’s empowerment, with a
focus on its application within the Saudi context. It defines women’s empowerment and its
essential components, analysing how these concepts are interpreted through the lenses of
education, social norms, and religious scholarship in KSA. These insights are then situated

within global understandings of legal empowerment, enabling a comparison between
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international frameworks and Saudi realities. This is followed by a highlight of the key
domains of legal empowerment most relevant to Saudi women, offering final reflections on the
strategies needed to move from theoretical understanding to practical implementation. This
discussion directly answers the research questions by exploring how legal empowerment
strategies can be effectively applied to enhance Saudi women’s roles in the economy. By
combining contextual analysis with theoretical grounding, this chapter lays the conceptual
basis for understanding how legal empowerment, as a bottom-up approach, can serve as a
sustainable mechanism for advancing women’s economic participation in KSA. It concludes
with reflections on how these social and theoretical foundations inform the legal and policy

reforms analysed in the following chapter.

2.1 Patriarchy and the Social Context in Saudi Arabia

2.1.1 Patriarchy in KSA

Patriarchy is a social system that is most influential in shaping Saudi women’s lives,
limiting their access to rights, resources and employment. In a society that has been described
as a composite of patriarchal units,'* women face significant challenges regarding legal rights
and gender equality. Their autonomy has been mediated through guardianship systems, ultra-
conservative religious interpretations, and cultural norms rooted in tribal culture; These forces
reinforce male dominance, restricting women’s decision-making and leading to low levels of

economic participation.!?> Understanding how patriarchy operates in KSA is therefore essential

104 g Valentine Moghadam, ‘Patriarchy in Transition: Women and the Changing Family in the Middle East’
(2004) 35 Journal of Comparative Family Studies 2; Eleanor Doumato, ‘Women in Saudi Arabia: Between
Breadwinner and Domestic Icon’ In Suad Joseph and Susan Slyomovics (Eds.) Women and Power in the Middle
East (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press 2001).

105 B o, Nazli Kibria, Muslims in Motion: Islam and National Identity in the Bangladeshi Diaspora (Rutgers
University Press 2011); Saida Douki, Fethi Nacef, Ahlem Belhadj, Abdelhamid Bouasker, and Rym Ghachem,
“Violence against Women in Arab and Islamic Countries’ (2003) 6 Archives of Women’s Mental Health 3;
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to answering this thesis’s research questions. The efforts are ongoing to improve Saudi
women’s circumstances; nonetheless, while patriarchal practices remain pervasive, they do not
render women entirely without agency. Many stories of women’s success involved the support
of guardians, particularly fathers, who helped them realise their potential. A study in the region
found that 80% of successful women credited their achievements to their families' support.!%
This supports this study’s conclusion that family support is a key factor in women's legal
empowerment. Having that stated, patriarchy still forms the dominant framework through
which gender roles are understood and negotiated in current discourse. This section highlights
the historical and structural foundations of patriarchy in KSA, as well as the current shifts

driven by state-led reforms under the latest government plans, particularly Vision 2030.

Primarily, patriarchal forms towards women’s work are a product of intersecting
cultural, religious, historical, and economic influences in KSA. To understand the historical
and structural features of patriarchy in the country, classic patriarchy is the starting point. It is
characterised by extended households where senior men, viewed as breadwinners, hold
authority over women, younger men, and children. In contrast, women, assigned domestic
roles, expect their labour and reproductive contributions to belong to the male lineage.'®” This
dynamic -attributed to most Middle Eastern countries- enforces women's subordination and

108

obedience and is often justified by kinship values and religious principles. '*® This classical

Moghadam (n 104); Colp Rubin, Book Review (2008) 15 Middle East Quarterly 3 in Valentine Moghadam
(Ed.), From Patriarchy to Empowerment: Women s Participation, Movements, and Rights in The Middle East,
North Africa, and South Asia (New York: Syracuse University Press 2007); Eleanor Doumato, ‘Gender,
Monarchy, and National Identity in Saudi Arabia’ (1992) 19 British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies!; Salwa
Abdel Hameed Al-Khateeb, ‘“Women, Family and the Discovery of Oil in Saudi Arabia’ (1998) 27 Marriage &
Family Review 1-2.

106 Hend Almaseb & Maria Julia, ‘Kuwaiti Bedouin Muslim Women Achieving Control over their Lives: Factors
Supporting Empowerment’ (2007) 29 Social Development Issues 81-99.

107 Moghadam (n 104).

108 E.g. Moghadam (n 104); Niels Spierings, ‘The Influence of Patriarchal Norms, Institutions, and Household
Composition on Women’s Employment in Twenty-Eight Muslim-Majority Countries’ (2014) 20 Feminist
Economics 4; Dniz Kandiyoti, ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’ (1988) 2 Gender and Society 3; Suad Joseph,
‘Patriarchy and Development in the Arab World’ (1996) 4 Gender & Development 14.
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patriarchy also extends to public spheres, with men viewed as more suitable for power roles.!%
Thus, patriarchy is viewed in this context as the ‘system of social structures and practices in
which men dominate, oppress and exploit women in the household and publicly in the

110> Even though the ideal-typical classic patriarchy does not currently exist

government system
in KSA. The classical ‘patriarchy contract!!!” in the Middle East, or ‘patriarchal bargain’ in
MENA, refers to how women can gain some control in the private domain by exchanging
resources,!!? and it helps explain how Saudi women historically navigated this system. For
instance, women may elevate their status by bearing sons or waiving inheritance rights to

strengthen future support claims.!!3 However, such arrangements did not translate into genuine

empowerment; they rather limited their autonomy in economic participation.

Moreover, influenced by historical and economic factors, KSA exhibits a complex
patriarchal landscape resulting in varied practices across regions and socioeconomic groups.
The Hijaz region is more open to women’s roles due to exposure to diverse Muslim cultures
through pilgrimage,''* whereas the Najd region adheres to stricter religious interpretations and
gender norms. Similarly, affluent and educated families often support women’s autonomy,

whereas those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds impose more stringent controls on

109 Spierings (n 108)

110 Sylvia Walby, ‘Theorising Patriarchy’ (1989) 23 Sociology 2.

1 Valentine Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (Boulder

CO: Lynne Rienner 2003); Jennifer C. Olmsted, ‘Gender, Aging, and the Evolving Arab Patriarchal Contract’
(2005) 11 Feminist Economics 2.

112 Kandiyoti (n 108) 285; Spierings (n 108).

13 Elhum Haghighat, ‘Social Status and Change: The Question of Access to Resources and Women’s
Empowerment in the Middle East and North Africa’ (2013) 14 Journal of International Women’s Studies1;
Kabeer (n 31).

114 E g Arab News, ‘Makkah is a City Embracing Cultural, Linguistic Diversity’ (2022) <
Https://Www.Arabnews.Com/Node/2061261/Saudi-Arabia?Utm_Source=Chatgpt.Com > accessed 26t
February 2025; UNESCO, ‘Jeddah’ <
Https://En.Unesco.Org/Silkroad/Content/Jeddah?Utm_Source=Chatgpt.Com > accessed 26t February 2025.
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women’s choices and mobility.!!> This variation demonstrates that patriarchy in KSA is not
monolithic but complex and adaptive, shaping women’s opportunities unevenly across society.
Economic structure further reinforces patriarchal norms. Heavy reliance on oil by the KSA’s
economy has a significant role in enabling many families to maintain traditional gender
divisions. Scholars have observed that women’s contributions to public life and the workforce
are limited in countries that rely on resource extraction, compared to countries that have
developed through export-led industrialisation.!'® Similarly, countries that show strong
patriarchal values tend to manifest low levels of women's economic participation, where
women encounter legal barriers and a lack of support for gender equality.!!” In KSA, oil is
argued to be a primary cause of women’s underrepresentation in the workforce and
government!'8; it discouraged it from gender inclusion. The Dutch disease model, developed
in 1982 by Corden and Neary,!'!” applies to its context. It ‘refers to a situation in which an extra
wealth from an export boom—such as a discovery of major resource deposits—Ieads to a
contraction of other tradable activities by giving rise to a real appreciation of the home
currency.’'?® Accordingly, the oil discovery transformed KSA’s economy, shifting it away
from traded sectors (agriculture and manufacturing) towards non-traded sectors (construction
and services). The country begins to demand more in non-traded sectors (goods that cannot be

imported), as traded goods are cheaper to import from other countries than to buy locally,

ultimately leading to a predominance of male-dominated employment. Hence, two factors
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affect Saudi women’s economic participation: rising “prevailing wages” due to the oil boom
incentivise women to work, while increasing “unearned income” from family resources that
accrues to women indirectly makes them less inclined to join the labour force. Women’s
income in both situations is referred to as “reservation wages, " which influences their decisions
to work.!?! This reservation wage is the primary reason they work. If the unearned income is
high, their reservation wage is high too, so they could enter the market for leisure or only if a
well-paying job lures them. If her unearned income is low, her reservation wage is low,
meaning she will enter the market even if the prevailing wage is low. In KSA, this economic
pattern interacted with existing gender norms, further entrenching women’s reliance on male
guardians and limiting their financial independence. Despite this, progress in gender equality
remains achievable, as demonstrated by countries with similar economic backgrounds, such as
Norway, New Zealand, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Syria, which sustain women's roles in
the labour market; good fortune and a committed government can offset the negative effects of

oil on the status of women.!?2

Overall, the above historical and structural elements formed a deeply embedded system
in which legal and institutional frameworks often reflected cultural preferences rather than
universal principles of gender equality. They necessitated that KSA open up to the rest of the
world, as most regions had been geographically and intellectually isolated for decades, with
minimal exposure to different cultures. Even though recent interactions with the world remain
limited, making deeply rooted traditions difficult to alter!?3, government efforts focused on

socioeconomic development, raising awareness of women'’s rights, and revising legal policies
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124 Modern life, which requires changing family

to improve women's situation are promising.
structures and social and economic reforms in anticipation of the end of the oil era,!* also
promises to undermine patriarchal norms and behaviours.!?® That said, this thesis anticipates

that patriarchal practices will gradually diminish in KSA, driven by the factors elaborated

below.

The contemporary Saudi landscape is undergoing a significant transformation.
Patriarchy is addressed innovatively by focusing on themes such as women’s rights, gender
equality, family law reforms, and women’s empowerment.!?” The recent vision of the country
introduced legal and social reforms that represent meaningful steps toward gender inclusion.
The patriarchal guardianship manifested in men’s permission for women to work that
reinforces traditional roles of dictating their careers!?®, and in men’s control over women’s
finances, which restricts women’s financial independence and decision-making, was targeted
despite implementation challenges.'?° Targeted also are policies that confine women to lower-
paying jobs, resulting in a significant gender wage gap, while labour law forbids wage
discrimination, gender segmentation, 49% wage gap still persists across the regions,'? pressing

the need for practical measures to address these longstanding social hierarchies
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At the societal level, Saudi women have long been perceived as needing protection and
provision, which often translates into restrictions on their employment opportunities. Attitudes
toward their work continue to reflect patriarchal assumptions as they are often encouraged to
work only if it does not interfere with domestic responsibilities, and many face family pressure
to prioritise marriage and motherhood over careers.!3! Transformation of this pattern is slow;
studies suggest that social reforms that empower the subordinate may encounter resistance
from those in power!32, but in the case of KSA, this slow transformation is significant because
it tends to encounter less backlash as the new norms form. Additionally, Saudi women’s
perspectives on patriarchy are vital to be understood as change cannot occur unless they first
recognise its effect on them. For example, there is almost universal agreement in the literature
that women’s work is acceptable in society as long as it does not lead to neglect of marriage
and family duties.'* A 2004 study conducted by Vidyasagar and Rea showed that 50% of
Saudi women dropped out of medical school after marriage due to their husbands’ disapproval,
citing concerns about job environments and work hours'**; and the majority of society accepted
and defended such patriarchal practices, placing them under Sharia Law. This acceptance may
stem from limited alternatives or false consciousness of rights. A 2009 study found high levels

of satisfaction among Saudi women with their status, citing progress in education, employment,
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and health, though such findings are contested by international bodies calling for stronger

action against discriminatory and patriarchal practices in the country.!3?

Nonetheless, gradual shifts are evident. Patriarchy is addressed differently than in the
past, with a focus on themes such as women’s rights, gender equality, family law reforms, and
women’s empowerment.!3® As access to education increases, exposure to global cultures
grows, and economic necessity rises, family structures and attitudes are changing. Younger
generations increasingly pursue nuclear family models, weakening the hierarchical structures
that previously reinforced male dominance. Women who continue to be shaped by traditional
gender expectations, primarily viewed as mothers and caregivers!®’, adopted different
strategies to oppose patriarchy that range from adaptation to resistance. While some negotiate
influence within the private sphere, gaining authority through marriage, age, or family
mediation, others actively challenge patriarchal norms by invoking religious or legal rights.'*®
They have been categorised into three types in responding to patriarchy: those who resist by
invoking Islamic rights (e.g., divorce for education), those who bargain (e.g., delaying
marriage), and those who comply without negotiation or bargaining.!*® Although such
strategies demonstrate agency, they remain largely confined to the private domain, leaving
them marginalised in public, economic, and political life. More recently, a growing number of
Saudi women have drawn on Islamic feminist perspectives to challenge gender inequality,

using Qur’anic principles to question conservative interpretations that restrict women’s rights.

In a society where religion holds significant authority, this approach has proven particularly
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effective in reshaping public discourse and legitimising women’s claims to education and
professional participation. '*° While its impact on employment and legal institutions remains
limited!#!, this strategy has helped raise awareness of gender bias and foster more moderate
societal attitudes. Under Vision 2030, such culturally grounded forms of resistance, combined
with legal empowerment initiatives, offer a promising pathway to gradually weaken patriarchal
norms and expand women’s economic participation. Having stated that, to understand how
patriarchy translates into concrete barriers to women’s economic participation, the following
section explores societal perceptions, religious opinions, and cultural norms that shape

women’s status and influence their access to employment.

2.1.2 Societal and Institutional Influences on Women’s Empowerment

Women’s empowerment in KSA is not understood uniformly; rather, it is shaped by
overlapping institutional and educational systems, societal perceptions, and religious
interpretations. These influences impact how women perceive their own roles and capacities,
how families assess women’s work, and how society defines empowerment more broadly. This
section examines how societal norms, affected by systems such as education, religious
discourse, and cultural expectations, collectively shape women’s status, employment
opportunities and understanding of women’s empowerment in KSA. Social norms of the Saudi
society have conceptualised gender roles around caregivers and breadwinners, a social model
of the family that has been reinforced primarily through the education system, up until the recent

curriculum changes. By examining examples of schoolbooks, it is evident that gender roles are
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emphasised: the father is expected to provide food, money, and shelter, while the mother is
responsible for caring for the children. Since first grade, students have been taught household
chores in the feminine tense in Arabic, such as (she is cooking, she is hoovering, she is ironing,
she is sewing, etc.), with illustrations of girls at home. Boys, on the other hand, are depicted
mostly outside the house, with verbs related to agriculture and sports (he plants, he plays
football, he harvests, etc.). Texts such as ‘My father goes to work, and my mother stays at home
and cooks’ were mentioned throughout the school’s grades.'*? Schools used to emphasise that
women's traditional role was in the home and warned against listening to those who called for
women's liberty.!*? Traditional attitudes toward gender roles persisted until the university level,
where only subjects deemed suitable for women were available. Education has long shaped
society’s perceptions, restricting the roles of both men and women in the family and in society.
Throughout their schooling, girls have been taught an ideology that, in fact, contradicts the
state’s stated support for women’s education and for their employment as teachers, doctors, or
civil servants. Overall, education plays a vital role in shaping how women see themselves and

their abilities, because, despite the country’s high literacy rate (99.38%)!44

, society still accepts
these perceptions. Recent changes to girls’ curricula, the expansion of women'’s fields of study,

and the new labour market reforms are promising to change such norms.

In Saudi society, these gender stereotypes are pervasive in both public and private life;
they continue to impact how women perceive themselves, their ability to excel in professional
settings, and their decisions to engage in the economy. For example, society associates certain

professions with specific genders, thus unconsciously degrading women's ability to perform in
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presumed male professions. Empirical studies show that even highly educated Saudi women
tend to associate high-status professions—such as scientists, professors, and surgeons—with
men and offer them more respect than female professionals.!*> The participants primarily
associate high status, extensive knowledge, and influential professions with males. Thus, the
gendered idea of occupation strongly influences them, contradicting their realities as university
students who regularly learn from female experts. These attitudes are not based on their real-
life experiences, but rather on other stimuli, such as their inner beliefs or the traditional values
they have been exposed to at school or home. In the same study, care-related professions, such
as medicine, were often associated with women. This may stem from a general preference
among Saudi women and their guardians to be examined by female doctors, which increases
their exposure to women in these roles. Social norms that assign female doctors to female
patients may have further reinforced this association. Trust in women’s competence declines in
high-responsibility roles, with male physicians and surgeons preferred for serious medical
procedures, whereas female physicians are trusted only to perform simple tasks, such as medical
examinations or to serve as midwives.!® Similar stereotypes appear in other occupations, such
as cooking, where domestic associations outweigh professional realities. When asked about the

b

basis for these perceptions, most respondents cited “reality,” even though their responses
contradicted observable professional environments, suggesting the influence of entrenched
social norms and gender stereotypes.!*’” A small minority attributed their views to religion,
suggesting a general understanding that Islam does not restrict women’s occupational choices.
These findings highlight the need to raise women’s awareness of how gendered assumptions

shape their self-perceptions and employment decisions. Challenging such stereotypes requires

not only regulatory reform but also broader social change. Increasing women’s awareness of
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their capabilities, expanding access to diverse professions, ensuring safe and inclusive work
environments, and engaging men in recognising the economic and familial benefits of women’s
employment are essential steps in reshaping societal perceptions and supporting women’s

economic empowerment.

Moreover, empirical evidence suggests that it is not just social norms that affect men’s
and women’s choices but also misperceived social norms. A 2020 study by Bursztyn, Gonzalez,
and Yanagizawa-Drott shows that the majority of young married participants privately support
women’s work outside the house but underestimate the number of other men in society,
including neighbours, who also support women’s work outside the home.!*® After correcting
their beliefs about others, their willingness to support their wives in seeking jobs increased;
some have since allowed their wives to apply for jobs and start employment.'* The Arab
Barometer supports this study, which also reports that up to 92% of Saudis support women’s
work outside the home.!>° This occurs when an individual holds a personal opinion but believes
that others in society hold a conflicting view, leading him to act based on what he perceives

151>

society approves of, rather than his own convictions. This ‘pluralistic ignorance or

‘preference falsification!?’

shapes collective decisions and can distort public discourse,
confusing human understanding. As a result, they can maintain an unwanted societal structure
that is vulnerable to sudden collapse, as seen with communism and its rapid downfall across

various societies. Therefore, the genuine private preferences of Saudi men and women

regarding women's participation in the economy should be examined. Since social norms tend
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to change gradually, it is important to correct any misperceptions about public opinion.
Moreover, there is evidence that men often do not discuss issues related to work, their wives or
sisters, or whether women should be allowed to work!3, which should be encouraged to dispel
false perceptions about others, make these issues more transparent, and prevent decisions driven

by concerns about social image.

Overall, Saudi society has traditionally understood women’s empowerment in
paternalistic terms, where women are viewed as empowered when they remain within the
home, while men assume the role of providers and protectors. Women are often perceived as
vulnerable and as carriers of family honour, which places greater expectations on them to
conform to social norms and limits acceptance of their work in mixed-gender environments.
Consequently, many conservative families remain uncomfortable with women working long
hours alongside men.!>* However, rising living costs and women’s increasing participation in
paid employment have begun to reshape these views. Empirical evidence shows that women
often feel pride in contributing financially to their families and relieving the economic burden
on male relatives. !5 In parallel, the introduction of laws and regulations addressing harassment
and workplace discrimination has reassured families about women’s safety, encouraging
greater acceptance of women’s employment outside the home.'*® Nevertheless, societal
perceptions continue to interact closely with religious interpretations, which remain a key
influence on how women’s empowerment and work are understood in KSA, as discussed in

the following paragraphs.
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Religious interpretations play a significant role in shaping how Saudi women’s
empowerment in the workplace is understood. At the centre of this is the debate on gender
segregation, which has long been the dominant interpretation of Islam in the KSA and is
regarded by nearly all state institutions and much of society as a foundational principle.'>” There
is a rule of Islamic jurisprudence that states: warding off evil is more important than bringing

about benefits. This rule is extracted from one of the Saheeh authentic Hadith stating:

Abu Sa‘1d al-Khudri (may Allah be pleased with him) reported that the Prophet (may Allah's

peace and blessings be upon him) said: ‘There should be neither harm nor reciprocating

harm’.'*?

The above hadith constitutes an Islamic principle when dealing with others: harm should not
be inflicted on anyone; harm should be eliminated; harm cannot be eliminated by another harm;
and harming is forbidden.!>® This hadith emphasises that the negation it uses is equivalent to a
prohibition, meaning it is forbidden to cause harm through words, actions, or even inaction.
From this major jurisprudence rule comes the branched rule: warding off evil is more important
than bringing about benefits. It is a pillar upon which jurists decide many of the rules related
to politics, developments, medicine and society’s ways of living.'® It is a widely embedded
social norm derived from popular understanding of Sharia applied in different times and

situations. Therefore, when a situation creates both benefits and harms, which decisions should
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be made? Juris ruled that if the evil outweighs the benefits, the evil should be avoided; if the
benefits outweigh the evil, the benefits should be pursued.'® When they are equal, different
opinions have been put forward. Applied to women’s work in KSA’s public sphere, this rule
has long been debated by scholars and, for decades, used to prohibit women from working in
mixed-gender public settings. For example, in answering a question about women’s work in a
mixed environment, the Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research and Ifta stated in a fatwa
(an edict) that ‘It is not permissible for a woman to work with men who are not her mahrams
(close family members with whom marriage is permanently prohibited). Because of the moral
corruption that might be caused as a consequence of her presence, she has to seek sustenance
from ways in which there are no warnings’.!> Another example of a question regarding the
work of a married woman to assist her husband, the committee stated: ‘If the woman’s work
takes place in a female environment, without mixing with non-mahram men or being alone

>163 Tn another

with them, and with her husband’s permission, it is permissible for her to work.
question regarding opening up different fields of jobs to women which men can do, the answer
was ‘As for [a woman] competing with men in jobs that are of men’s specialty, it is not
permissible; because of the disadvantages, damages and corruptions results from that, as giving

her the chance in those jobs would degrade men and eliminate their opportunities to work in

them. In addition, working in those areas makes her vulnerable to being infatuated with men,
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and unpleasant consequences may follow. Furthermore, this would weaken her ability to fulfil

the duties of her husband, her children, and the household.’!¢*

Based on the above interpretations, women are allowed to work under certain
conditions, and segregation from men has been a critical condition that society and institutions
have stressed. One scholar elaborated, there is nothing wrong with women going out to work
and seeking sustenance’s from permissible earning means such as in women’s shops or open
shops where are no danger, however, they should not work in places where there is danger,
where they do not feel save because of the number of men surrounding them, they should not
endanger themselves.!®> The minority dissenting scholars stress that Sharia does not ban
women and men from working, studying and socialising with each other. They explained how
the word ‘mixing’ has been exaggerated by many scholars as taboo, despite being a natural
phenomenon. For example, the head of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the
Prevention of Vice in Makkah stated that a minority of scholars ban the mixing of the sexes,
and they have no substantial evidence to support their claims. He indicated that mixing of the
sexes was a natural part of life during the Islamic era and was never prohibited during the

Prophet's time. !¢

Consequently, parts of society oppose gender mixing, while others accept it. Both
sides ground their understanding of women’s empowerment in their interpretations of Sharia.

Those who oppose mixing argue that women are empowered by being kept away from mixed-

164 Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research and Ifta, Vol.17 Fatwa No0.19359 <
Hittps://Ketabonline.Com/Ar/Books/6018/Read?Part=17&Page=12986&Index=5261242/5261244/5261465/526
1471&0=%20254l) > accessed 23™ December 2022.

165 Al-Tmam Ibn Baz, < Https://Shorturl. At/ AZF0q > accessed 23" December 2022 [Arabic version].

166 Al-Arabiyah News, ‘Islam Allows Mixing of the Sexes: Saudi Scholar Says Banning Mixing Goes against
Society During Prophet's Rule’ (2009) < Https://English.Alarabiya.Net/Articles/2009%2F12%2F09%2F93705 >
accessed 27" December 2022.
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gender workplaces, which they view as harmful and offering fewer benefits. By contrast, those
who support mixing believe women are empowered when they are allowed to contribute to
public life and work in the professions and places of their choice. They maintain that Islam
does not prohibit women from studying, socialising, or working in mixed environments and
that, unlike clearly regulated issues such as trade or divorce, Sharia and Islamic law contain no
explicit legal provisions on “mixing.”'®” The country's tradition of upholding segregation has
become more lenient in work environments, with a stronger emphasis on legal reforms that
ensure women’s protection and security in the workplace and allow women greater choice in
employment. Overall, this section has discussed how education, customs, and religious beliefs
play an essential role in interpreting empowerment in the country and in facilitating women’s
access to work. Thus, it is vital to clarify and utilise them to enhance women’s participation in
the workforce. It is important to note that the empowerment of women in KSA is now also

influenced by global understandings of the term, as discussed in the next section.

2.2 Concepts and Dimensions of Women’s Empowerment

2.2.1 Elements and Definition of Women’s Empowerment

Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional and contested concept that encompasses
nearly all aspects of women’s lives, including educational, bodily, legal, political, social, and
economic rights. Importantly, empowerment is not limited to governmental or institutional
interventions; it also involves women’s awareness of their historical positioning, their
understanding of patriarchal structures, and their ability to recognise the psychological and

168

social constraints shaping their lives. '°® In this sense, empowerment is both an internal process

167 Ibid
168 Sherifa Zuhur, ‘Women and Empowerment in the Arab World’ (2003) 25 Arab Studies Quarterly 4.
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of consciousness and agency and an external process of structural change.!%® Several common
elements of empowerment are shared by most definitions. First, it is a process that takes place
in communities, involving active participation, awareness, and understanding; it also entails
access to and control over resources and decisions.!’® Empowerment also encompasses change
at both the individual and collective levels. A third common element of the empowerment
framework is that targeted individuals function within formal and informal behavioural

71" For instance, women in the workplace may face cultural norms (informal)

constraints.
alongside organisational rules and policies (formal). Addressing these challenges requires
developing a shared understanding of their situation. Ultimately, empowerment combines

internal dimensions (self-confidence, self-efficacy, and aspirations) with external dimensions

(access to resources, institutions, and decision-making authority).!”?

Overall, the main components of empowerment involve creating an enabling
environment that encourages participation in decision-making and fosters the achievement of
goals such as sustainable development, job creation, quality education, poverty eradication,
universal access to public services, and social integration, among others. Empowerment
manifests when women gain decision-making power, assertiveness, the ability to make choices
and pursue their rights, education, skills, and capabilities, along with increased self-esteem,
enabling them to access and control resources and advance in society. !”* These elements reflect

the shifts that development agencies and states aim to achieve, enabling women to generate

169 E.g. Louise Fox and Carolina Romero, ‘In the Mind, the Household, or the Market? Concepts and
Measurement of Women’s Economic Empowerment (Policy Research Working Paper No 8079, World Bank
Group, May 2017) < https://hdl.handle.net/10986/26951 > accessed 3 August 2025

170 Douglas D. Perkins, ‘Empowerment’ In Richard A. Couto (Ed.), Political and Civic Leadership: A Reference
Handbook (CA, Sage 2010); Douglas D. Perkins & Marc A. Zimmerman, ‘Empowerment Theory, Research,
and Application’ 23 American Journal of Community Psychology 569.

17! Fox and Romero (n 169).

172 Tbid

173 Silky Vigg Kushwah, ‘Women Empowerment and Entrepreneurship Support Leading towards Improved
Marketing Communication: An Analysis of Indian Women’ (2021) 25 Academy of Marketing Studies Journal
6; Judi Chamberlin, ‘A Working Definition of Empowerment’ (1997) 20 Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal 4
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income, make choices and exercise bargaining power, thereby securing the desired changes.
These are termed empowerment, which has been addressed through strategies involving the

role of law orthodoxy and has recently been replaced by the concept of legal empowerment.

2.2.2 Women’s Legal Empowerment in KSA: Local Application and Global Context

In this thesis, women’s legal empowerment in KSA is understood as a dynamic process
through which Saudi women gain agency, knowledge, self-determination, and the capacity to
assert their rights and resolve disputes by influencing the structures that shape their lives, which
combine religious, cultural and institutional frameworks. Legal empowerment in this context
should not be a static label assigned to Saudi women based solely on symbolic definitions;
rather, it requires women to assert their autonomy, confront inequality, and demand
accountability. In this regard, legal empowerment helps women overcome social and legal
obstacles by comprehending and addressing the root causes of these barriers. Therefore, it
represents not just an outcome, but a continual process shaped by women’s engagement in both
public and private spheres. A common approach to empowerment focuses on identifying and
understanding the sources of dissmpowerment in society and then liberating individuals from
them to reach their full potential.!”* This can be done by shifting the attitudes, assumptions,
values, and beliefs of the disadvantaged and their societies. It is a shift from authority to

partnership, from subordination to collaboration, and from dependency to self-help.!”>

Empowerment has been defined as:

174 Perkins (n 170).
175 Ibid



55

[T]he process of enabling people to increase control over their lives, to gain control over
the factors and decisions that shape their lives, to increase their resources and qualities
and to build capacities to gain access, partners, networks, a voice in order to gain

control.'”®

Kabeer defined it as a process in which women who have been denied the ability to make
strategic life choices acquire that ability;!”” others defined it as a process through which
individuals acquire social, economic, and political power to liberate themselves from injustice
in society.!”® Several scholars have stressed that women’s empowerment occurs when women
can implement policies run by governments, agencies, or development organisations that affect
their lives.!” Although most of the definitions apply to the situation of women in KSA, the
thesis adopted the CLEPS definition, as stated in the introduction, as the most comprehensive

and straightforward to use and to integrate with other theories in KSA.

Globally, women’s empowerment is closely linked to development, equity, and

institutional accountability. !

International organisations such as the UN in the World’s
Women reports, World Bank, ILO, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) consistently identify women as among the most disadvantaged groups

176 The United Nations Social Development Network, ‘Empowerment, What Does it Mean to You?” (2013)
Department of Economic and Social Affairs Publication: Division for Social Policy and Development <

Https:// Www.Google.Com/Url?Sa=T&Rct=] &Q=&Esrc=S&Source=Web&Cd=&Cad=Rja&Uact=8& Ved=2ah
ukewjrgy6kjul7ahwha8akhvgecmkqgfnoecaOgaw& Url=Https%3 A%2F%2Fdesapublications.Un.Org%2F{ile%?2
F850%2Fdownload&Usg=Aovvaw2gnekOqugxdfe4omfk7rgu > accessed 5" December 2022.

177 Kabeer (n 31).

178 Nina Wallerstein ‘Powerlessness, Empowerment and Health: Implication for Health Promotion Programs’
(1992) 6 American Journal of Health Promotion 3.

179 B.g. Sushama Sahay, Women and Empowerment— Approach and Strategies (New Delhi: India Discovery
Publishing House 1998); Kiran Devendra, ‘Whose Empowerment are We Talking of: Women! But Where Will
We Find our Girls!!” In Promilla Kapur (Ed.) Empowering the Indian Women. (Publications Division, Ministry
of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India, New Delhi. 2001); Promilla Kapur, ‘Empowering the
Indian Women’ (2001) Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India,
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180 B o, Kabeer (n 31); Lynn Bennet, ‘Using Empowerment and Social Inclusion for Pro-Poor Growth: A Theory
of Social Change’ (2002) Background Paper for the Social Development Sector Strategy, World Bank.
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worldwide, particularly in terms of economic participation, political representation, and
exposure to violence. '8! Consequently, women’s legal and economic empowerment has
become a central pillar of development discourse and feminist discourse. Empowerment in the
economic sphere is especially significant, defined in the context as ‘improving the ability of
women to access the constituents of development- in particular, health, education, earning
opportunities, rights, and political participation’.!®? key drivers of poverty reduction and
sustainable development. The relationship between empowerment and development is
reciprocal: development reduces gender inequality, while existing discrimination impedes
progress, emphasising the need for empowerment to drive development. Organisations such as
the UN and the World Bank!®? argue that empowerment leads to development, promotes equity,
and accelerates it. Development bodies and feminists further link economic empowerment to
women's agency, articulated through Power Within (skills, knowledge, and self-
esteem), Power To (decision-making capacity in traditionally male-dominated economic
spheres), Power Over (control of financial assets and income-generating opportunities),
and Power With (collective organisation to advance economic rights).'®* Given the established
links between development, agency and empowerment, empowerment within the economic

domain must be understood.

Although women’s empowerment has taken many forms, it is difficult to consider it

fully achieved anywhere, as it remains an ongoing process. In the absence of a comprehensive

181 Womankind Worldwide, ‘Facts about Women’s Rights’ < Https://Www. Womankind.Org. Uk/Womens-Rights-
Facts/> accessed 16" June 2025; Zuhur (n 168); Marie Hyland, Simeon Djankov and Pinelopi Koujianou
Goldberg, ‘Gendered Laws and Women in the Workforce’ (2020) 2 American Economic Review: Insights 4.

182 Bsther Duflo, ‘Women Empowerment and Economic Development® (2012) 50 Journal of Economic
Literature 4, 1053.

183 E.g. IBRD, ‘Gender Equality and Development’ (2012) World Development Report 2012, Washington DC:
The World Bank < Https://Digitallibrary.Un.Org/Record/1305308?Ln=En& V=Pdf > accessed 26" June 2025.
134 B o. Rowlands (n 3); Kabeer (n 31); Anne Marie Golla, Anju Malhotra, Priya Nanda, and Rekha Mehra,
‘Understanding and Measuring Women’s Economic Empowerment’ (2011) Washington, DC: International
Center for Research on Women (ICRW).
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conceptual framework, scholars and international organisations have often prioritised social
inclusion policies, leading to a broad range of activities—such as protests, self-assertion,
collective resistance, and challenges to power relations—being classified as empowerment.!8>
In KSA, however, empowerment does not operate uniformly across all domains. Empirical
studies suggest that political empowerment has had limited spillover effects, whereas economic
and social empowerment—mediated by family support and self-efficacy—has proven far more
effective.!8¢ Family approval, encouragement, and support significantly enhance women’s
ability to enter employment or pursue entrepreneurship. Similarly, self-efficacy strengthens
women’s confidence in decision-making and long-term planning. These findings are directly
relevant to the research questions, as they demonstrate that women’s empowerment in KSA is
relational and context-specific, shaped by family structures, cultural expectations, and

institutional responsiveness. They also highlight why legal empowerment strategies must

engage with these mediating factors rather than relying solely on top-down reforms.

In KSA, women’s empowerment is increasingly framed within an economic
development agenda, where it is often instrumentalised to advance market goals rather than
grounded in a rights-based approach. While this market-oriented framing may challenge certain
patriarchal practices—particularly through reforms promoting equal opportunities and equal
pay—it risks setting a minimal threshold for equality if not anchored in universal rights
principles. 37 For empowerment to be substantive rather than symbolic, legal and economic

reforms must address women’s subordination within the family and society, not merely

185 Sahar Maranlou, Access to Justice in Iran: Women, Perceptions, and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 2014).

186 Norah Abdullatif Al-Rashdi and Nadia Abdelhamid Abdelwahed, ‘The Empowerment of Saudi Arabian
Women Through a Multidimensional Approach: The Mediating Roles of Self-Efficacy and Family Support’
(2022) 14 Sustainability 24; Tao Shen, Arturo E. Osorio and Alexander Settles, ‘Does Family Support Matter?
the Influence of Support Factors on Entrepreneurial Attitudes and Intentions of College Students’ (2017) 23
Academy of Entrepreneurship Journal 1.

137 Aylin Topal ‘Economic Reforms and Women's Empowerment in Saudi Arabia’ (2019) 76 Women's Studies
International Forum 102253.
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facilitate their integration into the labour market. Given the limited impact of traditional rule-
of-law orthodoxy in KSA, a bottom-up legal empowerment strategy is essential to enable
women to assert their rights, exercise agency, and participate meaningfully in economic and
public life. 3% Globally, scholars agree that effective empowerment requires integrating
development and rights-based approaches. Despite varied conceptualisations, there is a broad
consensus that empowerment centres on two interrelated
components: resources and agency.!%? Resources, such as employment opportunities and legal,
economic, and social reforms, create the enabling conditions for empowerment, while agency
reflects women’s capacity to make strategic choices, challenge constraints, and control
decisions affecting their lives.!”® Empowerment, therefore, entails not only access to
opportunities but also the transformation of power relations and social structures that sustain
women’s disadvantage.!®! This framework directly informs the research question by clarifying
why legal empowerment, as a process that strengthens both resources and agency, is critical to
advancing Saudi women’s economic participation. Finally, the next section will elaborate on
the most crucial dimension of empowerment supporting women’s legal empowerment in the

economy, before the conclusion.

138 Deepa Narayan, Robert Chambers, Meera K. Shah, And Patti Petesch, Voices of the Poor: Crying Out for
Change. World Bank Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000).

139 Anju Malhotra, Ruth Schuler, and Carol Boender, ‘Measuring Women’s Empowerment as a Variable in
International Development’ (2002) Working Paper. Washington, DC: World Bank <
Hittps://Www.Academia.Edu/17726621/Measuring Womens Empowerment As A Variable In International
Development > accessed 30" July.

190 Sunita Kishor, ‘Empowerment of Women in Egypt and Links to the Survival and Health of their Infants’ in
Harriet B. Presser and Gita Sen (Ed), Women's Empowerment and Demographic Processes: Moving Beyond
Cairo (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000); Malhotra, Schuler and Boender (n 189); Amartya Sen,
Development as Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1999).

1 Topal (n 187).
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2.2.3 Empowerment’s Dimensions

Empowerment is inherently multidimensional, encompassing educational, social,
psychological, political, legal, and economic domains. Although empowerment in one area
does not automatically guarantee empowerment in another, these dimensions often intersect
and reinforce each other at the individual level.!®> What unites them is their impact on women’s
thinking and behaviours, enabling them to perceive themselves as capable agents of change.!?
This thesis focuses on the dimensions most directly linked to Saudi women’s employment
participation, with particular emphasis on economic empowerment and its dependence on legal
empowerment. Educational empowerment is a foundational dimension to gender

empowerment and other forms of empowerment.!%*

It increases women’s ability to look after
themselves and their families’ well-being, it enhances women’s cognitive abilities, critical
thinking, and capacity to question unequal arrangements within the family and society to bring
about changes.!”> In KSA, the emphasis on women’s education has significantly increased their
qualifications; however, it has not guaranteed equal labour market outcomes. This gap
highlights the limits of educational empowerment in the absence of legal mechanisms that

ensure fair access to employment. Social empowerment involves overcoming gender

discrimination and enabling women to realise their identity and power in all spheres of life;

192 Sahay (n 179); Naila Kabeer, ‘Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: A Critical Analysis of the
Third Millennium Development Goal’ (2005) 13 Gender and Development 1; Keshab Chandra Mandal,
‘Concept and Types of Women Empowerment’ (2013) 9 International Forum of Teaching and Studies 2; Ruth
Alsop & Nina Heinsohn, ‘Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring Analysis and Framing Indicators’
(2005) World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 3510 < https://shorturl.at/Z2Vy2 > accessed 21st May
2025; UNDP, ‘Human Development Indices and Indicators’ 2018 Statistical Update <
Https://Annualreport.Undp.Org/Assets/UNDP-Annual-Report-2018-En.Pdf > accessed 14" May 2022;
Valentine M. Moghadam and Lucie Senftova, ‘Measuring Women’s Empowerment: Participation and Rights in
Civil, Political, Social, Economic, and Cultural Domains’ (2005) 57 International Social Science Journal 184.
193 Martin Gramatikov and Robert B. Porter, ‘Yes, I Can: Subjective Legal Empowerment’ (2010) TISCO
Working Paper Series on Civil Law and Conflict Resolution Systems No. 008/2010, Tilburg University Legal
Studies Working Paper Series No. 023/2010.

194 For Example, Kabeer (n 485); Andrea Cornwall and Jenny Edwards (Eds), Feminisms, Empowerment and
Development Changing Women'’s Lives (Zed Books: London 2014); Mandal (n 192).

195 Kabeer (n 485); Shireen J. Jejeebhoy, Women'’s Education, Autonomy, and Reproductive Behaviour:
Experience from Developing Countries (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1996).
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thus, they can act and interact freely in society, develop themselves, communicate their views,
participate in various activities, and enjoy equal rights and status with men. !°¢ KSA's efforts
to strengthen its economy are leading to a social shift, increasing women’s visibility in
previously male-dominated sectors through Saudisation and the feminisation of the labour
market.!®” Nonetheless, persistent societal resistance and gender norms continue to constrain
women’s employment choices, reinforcing the need for legal empowerment strategies that
normalise women’s economic participation and protect them from informal exclusion. As to
empowerment in healthcare, it is defined as ‘... a state of complete physical, mental and social
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’.! indicating that women's
health is tied to their economic and social well-being, not solely their physical condition.!?
Psychological empowerment involves women finding satisfaction in their life, work,
education, and finances, allowing them to engage with various institutions and broaden their
perspectives.??® It reflects women’s self-perception of their capability and worth in
employment.?’! However, psychological empowerment is fragile without legal support;
confidence alone cannot compensate for weak enforcement of labour protections or

discriminatory practices.

Economic empowerment, the focus of this thesis, can be achieved through equal

employment opportunities, a fair work environment, and equal treatment and benefits. It might

196 Valsamma Antony, ‘Education and Employment: The Key to Women’s Empowerment’ (2006) Kurukshetra,
February, A Monthly Journal of Ministry of Rural Development, New Delhi; K.D Gangrade,Gandhi and
Empowerment of Women: Miles to Go’ In Promilla Kapur (Ed.) Empowering the Indian Women (New Delhi:
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India 2001); Mandal (n 192).

197 Musrrat Parveen, ‘Women Empowerment: New Paradigm Shift of Saudi Women into Labor Workforce’
(2022) 17 Society and Business Review 1.

198 WHO, ‘Constitution” < Https://Www.Who.Int/About/Governance/Constitution > accessed 3rd May 2022.

199 Mira Shiva, ‘Health Care in Last 50 Years and Women’s Empowerment’ In Promilla Kapur (Ed.)
Empowering the Indian Women (Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government
of India, New Delhi 2001).

200 Mandal (n 192).

201 Brian Christens, ‘Toward Relational Empowerment’ (2012) 50 American Journal of Community Psychology
1-2.
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also be gained through access to ownership of economic resources, as without such access,

women can't raise their voices and be visible???

. Thus, they would become equal contributors
in their household and develop a sense of economic independence. Women's economic
empowerment involves promoting women's equal access to decent work and social security;
enabling them to access markets and retain control over their resources, time, lives, and bodies;
and enhancing their voice, agency, and substantial involvement in economic decision-making

processes at all levels, from the household to global institutions.?%

Through economic
empowerment, women can overcome poverty, access credit and opportunities for
entrepreneurship, improve their standard of living, and change power relations within the

household.?%*

In KSA, the late Vision 2030 has prioritised women’s economic participation;
however, perceptions of women and their status indicate the need for further efforts. Women
continue to face challenges such as wage disparities, limited financial independence,
occupational segregation, and insufficient awareness of their legal rights at work.2% These

barriers demonstrate that economic inclusion without legal empowerment risks reproducing

existing power imbalances rather than transforming them.

Taken together, these dimensions demonstrate that women’s empowerment in KSA
cannot be achieved through isolated interventions. While education, social acceptance, and

psychological confidence are essential, they remain insufficient without legal empowerment

202 Mandal (n 192).

203 UN Women, ‘Facts and Figures: Economic Empowerment’ < Https://Www.Unwomen.Org/En/What-We-
Do/Economic-Empowerment/Facts-And-
Figures#:~:Text=Women's%20economic%20empowerment%20means%20ensuring%20women%20can,Econom
ic%20decision%2Dmaking%20at%20all%20levels%20from%20the> accessed 28" April 2025.

204 Kabeer (n 485); Mandal (n 192); Emily Esplen & Alyson Brody, ‘Putting Gender Back in the Picture:
Rethinking Women’s Economic Empowerment’ (2007) 19 Institute of Development Studies: Bridge
(Development-Gender) < Hitps://Lib.Icimod.Org/Records/Jh6wp-Tns22> accessed 29" July 2025.
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that enables women to claim rights, challenge discrimination, and hold institutions accountable.
This section therefore establishes that advancing from general empowerment to legal
empowerment is crucial to effectively addressing Saudi women’s economic participation. It
directly informs the research question by clarifying why sustainable employment outcomes for
women in KSA depend on bottom-up legal empowerment strategies that integrate awareness,

agency, and enforcement.

Conclusion

This chapter has established the socioeconomic, cultural, and institutional foundations
necessary for understanding the position of Saudi women within the Kingdom’s evolving
economic landscape. By examining the deep-rooted patriarchal structures, the influence of
societal expectations, and the interpretive authority of religious scholars, the chapter
demonstrated how these forces continue to shape women’s opportunities, choices, and access
to employment. It also explored the core components of women’s empowerment and how they
are understood within the Saudi context, situating these interpretations in relation to global
frameworks of legal and economic empowerment. Together, these analyses highlight both the
constraints and the potential pathways for Saudi women to strengthen their agency and
participation in the workforce. Crucially, the chapter underscored that while empowerment has
multiple dimensions, legal empowerment—as a bottom-up, participatory, and rights-focused
approach—offers a particularly relevant strategy for addressing the challenges identified in the
research questions. The contextual factors outlined here reveal why legal empowerment may
be uniquely positioned to bridge the gap between formal rights and women’s lived experiences.
Having established the societal and theoretical foundations, the next chapter turns to the legal

and policy frameworks that govern women’s access to economic resources and employment in
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KSA. This is followed by an examination of the reforms introduced under Vision 2030, the
institutional mechanisms that support or constrain women’s economic participation, and the
legal barriers that persist despite recent progress. This transition shifts the focus from
understanding the context of women’s empowerment to analysing the systems that shape their

economic participation and the effectiveness of legal reforms in achieving meaningful change.
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Chapter Three

KSA Legal and Policy Framework for Women’s Economic Empowerment

Introduction

The previous chapter examined the understanding of legal empowerment in KSA and
its dimensions. Building on that, this chapter analyses the current situation of Saudi women in
employment by examining the legal and policy frameworks that shape women’s economic
empowerment. In doing so, the chapter addresses the study’s research questions by exploring
how these frameworks operate within the specific socio-economic and cultural context of KSA,
and by assessing the extent to which they enable or constrain women’s agency and economic
participation. This chapter directly addresses the research questions by analysing the
relationship among legal reforms, labour policies, and women’s lived economic realities in
KSA. It focuses on how access to resources, labour market structures, and care responsibilities
influence women'’s ability to participate in the economy and benefit from legal empowerment
initiatives. The chapter consists of three main sections. The first examines the dimension of
women’s access to financial resources, analysing it in terms of access to loans for housing,
cars, and enterprises. It examines how financial inclusion and asset ownership enable women’s
economic agency within the Saudi legal and policy framework. The second section discusses
the process of feminisation of labour in KSA, focusing on patterns of women’s employment,
sectoral distribution, and labour market structures, and assessing how legal and policy reforms

have influenced women’s entry into the workforce.

The third section examines the double burden faced by women working in KSA. It

covers marriage, pregnancy and women’s employment, maternity leave, childcare, working
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hours, and the work environment. Together, these sections allow for a comprehensive
examination of how legal and policy frameworks contribute to women’s economic
empowerment in practice, rather than in principle alone. The chapter evaluates whether existing
strategies are sufficient to promote meaningful empowerment for women in KSA, or whether
persistent social, economic, and institutional barriers continue to limit their impact. By
addressing these issues, the chapter advances the study’s central objective of assessing how
legal empowerment strategies function within the Saudi context and identifying the conditions
under which they can more effectively support women’s economic participation. The chapter
concludes by synthesising the key insights from the analysis and highlighting their relevance
to the analytical and empirical chapters that follow, in which the research questions are further

examined using primary quantitative and qualitative data.

3.1 Women’s Access to Banks and Financial Resources

Economic gain is linked to women’s well-being, equality, justice, and rights; 206 they must
be able to benefit from and control these gains. This includes owning and managing assets,
accessing banks for savings and loans, and participating in household financial decisions and
resource allocation. These examples show the impact of women’s access to finance and
employment, a common focus in studies on economic empowerment.207 However, an often-
overlooked dimension is the social analysis of women’s economic empowerment.208
Understanding the gendered and societal barriers that limit women’s economic opportunities

in KSA is crucial. Access to loans is a key indicator of how much women can control and

206 Esplen & Brody (n 204).

207 For Example, Kabeer (n 485); Kabeer (n 31); Naila Kabeer, ‘Conflicts Over Credit: Re-Evaluating the
Empowerment Potential of Loans to Women in Rural Bangladesh’ (2001) 29 World Development 1.

208 Esplen & Brody (n 204).
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benefit from their economic gains, and it is argued to strengthen women’s bargaining power

Within the household and enhance their self-image and sense of worth. 2°° In KSA, 70 million
citizens lack bank accounts, with 60% of these being women. To empower women
economically, strategies should not be pursued in isolation but rather integrated with social and
development policies to achieve better, faster outcomes. Recent policy initiatives in KSA
illustrate the potential of aligning social and economic reforms to enhance women’s access to

210 which provides marriage grants, and the

finance. ‘Sanad Mohammed Bin Salman program
Real Estate Development Fund (REDF) offering subsidised mortgage loans, in addition to
Kafala, a loan guarantee scheme for small and medium-sized enterprises, !! have expanded
opportunities for women to access financial resources. Legal reforms that enable women to

212 strengthening

drive have also indirectly expanded access to banking services and car loans,
women’s mobility and labour market participation. However, these developments coexist with
persistent barriers, including limited financial literacy, restrictive loan conditions, and societal
expectations that often channel women’s financial resources toward family use rather than
individual empowerment. The following subsections examine women’s access to loans in three
key areas—home ownership, enterprise development, and mobility—each of which reflects a
critical dimension of women’s economic empowerment in KSA. Together, they illustrate how
legal reforms and policy initiatives have reshaped financial access while also revealing the

structural and social constraints that continue to limit women’s control over economic

resources.

209 Syed M. Hashemi, Sidney Ruth Schuler and Ann P. Riley, ‘Rural Credit Programmes and Women’s
Empowerment in Bangladesh’ (1996) 24 World Development 4; Kabeer (n 485).

210 Arab News, ‘SAR60 Million Pledged for 3,600 Couples as Part of Sanad Mohammed Bin Salman Program’
<Https://Www.Arabnews.Com/Node/1491596/Metrics/Aggregate > accessed 23" March 2023.

211 Arab News, ‘Saudi-Government Kafalah Grants $115m in Loans to Female-Led Enterprises’ (2019) <
Https://Www.Arabnews.Com/Node/1935691/Business-Economy > accessed 28th January 2023.

212 E.g. Argaam, ‘Al Rajhi Eyes Opening More Female-Only Branches in Saudi’ (2018) <
Https://Www.Argaam.Com/En/Article/Articledetail/Id/537002 > accessed 31st January 2023.
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3.1.1 Women’s Access to Home Ownership Loans

Recent legal and policy reforms in KSA have shifted housing finance toward a more
gender-neutral framework, granting women access to real estate loans and housing grants on
terms comparable to those for men. This shift reflects national objectives to increase
homeownership rates and acknowledges the growing economic participation of women.?!* The
removal of discriminatory policies against women's homeownership, such as the 2019 approval
allowing women to be treated as original borrowers by the REDF, without previous

requirements related to marital status or family funding®'#, in addition to the legal amendments

that allow single women to own homes, has formally strengthened women’s legal position
within the property market. Despite these advances, women continue to face economic and
social challenges, such as fraud, unfair competition, societal distrust, and the difficulty women
face in proving full or partial ownership of the family home, particularly in divorce cases.?!
To address these issues, awareness of barriers, women’s rights, alongside a clear understanding
of the economic, social, and psychological benefits of homeownership among society, should
be sought. Such an evolution in social attitudes is crucial, especially in light of an uncertain
economic future, in which freedom, financial stability, and secure housing are no longer

optional but necessary.

213 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, ‘Vision 2030’ (n 53).

214 Saudi Press Agency, ‘Loans for Women and Transferring Mortgages to another Property are the Most
Prominent Decisions of the Real Estate Development Fund’ < Https://Www.Spa.Gov.Sa/1885726#> accessed 1
February 2023 [Arabic Version].

215 Okaz, ‘Women’s Awareness (In Real States)’ (2021) < Hittps://Www.Okaz.Com.Sa/Articles/Authors/2061836
> accessed 2" February 2023 [Arabic Version].
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3.1.2 Women’s Access to Loans for Enterprises

The challenges women face in accessing enterprise loans in KSA include difficulty
securing capital and credit, societal perceptions, and bureaucratic hurdles.>'® Women
entrepreneurs often face low expectations in their communities about their business and
management skills, and many start businesses in sectors such as services and retail, which
require minimal capital and training. A significant number of Saudi women rely on personal
savings or family funds rather than loans due to factors such as low trust in banks, complex
paperwork, lengthy approval processes, limited credit history, and high interest rates. Although
state-backed programmes such as Kafala reported limited women seeking its Industrial
Development Fund, this should not be interpreted as a lack of ambition among women, as is
often believed?!”. Rather, limited participation reflects the cumulative impact of social,
psychological, and institutional barriers, including risk aversion shaped by social norms, weak
business networks, and insufficient access to targeted training and support.?!8 Nevertheless, the
success of a growing number of Saudi businesswomen demonstrates that recent legal and
policy reforms have begun to expand opportunities, signalling the importance of sustained

support mechanisms that combine financing with skills development and mentorship.

3.1.3 Women’s Access to Loans for Cars

Since the country lifted the driving ban in 2018, only 2% of Saudi women have had

driving licenses, according to national statistics released in 2020. The main obstacles to women

216 Syed Zamberi Ahmad, ‘Evidence of the Characteristics of Women Entrepreneurs in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia: An Empirical Investigation’ (2011) 3 International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship 2.

217" Al-Arabiya Magazine, ‘Women and the Problem of Finance’ <Https://Www.Alarabiya.Net/Saudi-
Today/2013/06/11/ds saill- A5 o-31 3all > accessed 7™ February 2023 [Arabic Version].

218 Ahmad (n 216).
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obtaining driving licenses include the financial costs of acquiring both licenses and vehicles.
In a survey, 83% of women identified the costs of owning a car as the primary obstacle, while
62% cited the costs of driving lessons.?!® Notably, the cost of driving lessons for women is
equivalent to 50% of their average monthly salary, compared to the driving lessons of men,
which is equivalent to only 7% of men’s average salary.??° Although car ownership is seen as
a more economical option for women in the long term, especially given the inefficiency of
public transportation, the upfront cost of purchasing a vehicle remains a significant barrier.
Access to loans is often tied to employment, further limiting women’s ability to finance cars
and driving licenses. This situation reinforces the connection between women’s legal rights,
financial status, and economic empowerment. Transport and mobility have previously been
discussed as barriers to women's participation in the workforce. While allowing women to drive
was intended to alleviate these barriers, mobility issues persist, particularly in terms of access
to financing. The lack of job opportunities often relegates women to low-income categories,

making it difficult to secure loans for licenses, vehicles, and insurance.

3.1.4 Concluding Remarks on Women’s Access to Loans

Women in KSA face significant barriers to accessing bank loans compared to men,
primarily because fewer employed women meet the loan eligibility criteria. Interestingly, the
amount of money lent to women by banks is notably higher than that lent to men. However, a
concerning trend is that a large percentage of loans taken by women benefit their husbands,

with 80% of women’s loans directed towards them, which risks leaving them responsible for

219 Saba Ali, Rand Alotaibi, Erica Field, Kendal Swanson & Kate Vyborny, Chaza Abou Daher, ‘Two Years, Two
Percent: Why are Saudi Women Still Not Driving?’ (2021) < Https://Epod.Cid.Harvard.Edu/Article/Two-Years-

Two-Percent-Why-Are-Saudi-Women-Still-Not-Driving > accessed 31 January 2023.
220 Thid



https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/article/two-years-two-percent-why-are-saudi-women-still-not-driving
https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/article/two-years-two-percent-why-are-saudi-women-still-not-driving

70

repayments and often losing rights to assets in cases of divorce.??! Such familial financial
arrangements can disempower women, particularly when the loan is mismanaged or used for
less critical needs, leading to increased household issues and further financial burdens.???
Accordingly, most victims of this financial exploitation are educated working women with
university degrees, underscoring the need to raise awareness among Saudi women about the
legal obligations associated with bank loans. particularly when beneficiaries are unable to pay.
This is to avoid reinforcing traditional household dynamics through this empowerment

strategy, which should be aimed at benefiting women and societal development.

In KSA, improving financial literacy is essential to enabling women to make informed
financial decisions, improve their financial well-being, and promote economic
empowerment.??3 Financial literacy is defined as ‘the perception of being able to sustain current
and anticipated desired living standards and financial freedom’.?** Despite KSA's promising
economic indicators among the Group of Twenty (G20) countries, a significant financial
literacy gap exists -31% of adults are financially illiterate, with women comprising 28% of this
group.??> Additionally, a substantial 10% gender gap in borrowing rates from financial
institutions signals a need for improvement, as it is coupled with a notable share of the
population borrowing without fully understanding how interest rates affect the amounts they

owe.??% Thus, women’s empowerment requires a commitment to financial education that

221 Arab News, ‘The Plight of the Working Women’ (2003) < Hitps://Www.Arabnews.Com/Node/241582 >
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facilitates their access to loans and credit. Such initiatives would bolster women's confidence,
enhance their financial decision-making, and help them negotiate more favourable terms,
thereby improving their social standing. Recent government programs aimed at enhancing
financial literacy for women have faced criticism for being ineffective due to their small scale
relative to the population and for primarily targeting youth, leaving older women
underserved.??” Therefore, addressing the financial education gap across all demographics is
crucial for advancing women's financial empowerment in Saudi society. Overall, this section
suggests that women require improved access to the financial resources mentioned above,
which should include policy reforms, training programs, funding opportunities, and greater
awareness of the legal, economic, social, and financial aspects of bank loans. This effort should
be combined with other strategies for women's economic empowerment that KSA has adopted
as part of the MENA region's initiatives, such as the feminisation of labour, which will be

discussed below.

3.2 Feminisation of Labour

The feminisation of labour represents women’s economic empowerment, a trend that
has increased female participation in many developing countries over the past 50 years.??8 It
positively impacts women by enhancing their decision-making power at home; however, it

often leads to low-paying, unstable jobs because of perceptions of women as less skilled and

less likely to advocate for themselves.??® It raises concerns about the kind, quality, and
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conditions of work, as well as payments and discriminatory policies; most of which are
acknowledged by the ILO in its global report.*® United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
has also highlighted women’s disempowering feminisation of labour arrangements, such as
unregulated, temporary, or subcontracted jobs, which place women in vulnerable positions,
limiting their ability to negotiate better working conditions.?*! These circumstances contradict
the notion of empowerment, as women in such roles often face harassment, discrimination,
irregular pay, no paid sick leave or maternity rights, childcare rights violations, forced

overtime, and other unfair working conditions that further disempower them.?

In KSA, the feminisation of labour has been promoted as a key strategy for women’s
economic empowerment, particularly under the National Transformation Programme, which
aims to increase women’s workforce participation by expanding employment opportunities
beyond traditional sectors.?*> Recent initiatives targeting sectors such as retail, tourism, and
hospitality have contributed to a measurable rise in women’s employment in the private sector.
However, this expansion has not translated into equitable or sustainable empowerment
outcomes, as significant structural challenges persist. Much of the recent growth in women’s
employment can be attributed to state-led reforms, including Saudisation and sector-specific
feminisation policies that replaced expatriate labour with Saudi women. While these measures

increased participation rates, their implementation has been uneven, with reported violations
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of nationalisation and feminisation regulations, i.e. in women-only shops. 2**Moreover, the
Covid-19 pandemic temporarily accelerated women’s employment as private employers hired
Saudi women willing to accept lower wages following the departure of expatriate workers.
This raises critical questions about the durability of these gains, especially as foreign labour
regains competitiveness in the post-pandemic labour market. Crucially, women’s attractiveness
to their roles does not eliminate the existing gender wage gap, which registered at 24.5% in the
private sector and 6.6% in the public sector, affecting women’s decisions to remain
employed.?*> Additionally, current labour market strategies disproportionately channel women
into low- and mid-skilled positions, despite the fact that over two-thirds of unemployed Saudi
women with Bachelor’s degrees or higher, compared to only a third of male job seekers.?3¢
This mismatch suggests that feminisation policies prioritise numerical participation over the

effective utilisation of women’s skills, limiting their long-term economic agency.

Workplace conditions further constrain the empowerment potential of feminised
labour. Low wages, limited employer support, inadequate workplace facilities, and high work
pressure contribute to high turnover among women.?’” Empirical evidence indicates that job

location, transportation, flexible working hours, and leave entitlements are decisive factors
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shaping women’s employment decisions.?*® These statistics highlight the significance of family
for Saudi women, underscoring the need to address their challenges in balancing both
responsibilities. Consequently, work pressure is a key factor for both single and married women
considering leaving their jobs. Overall, while the feminisation of labour has reshaped the
employment landscape for women in KSA, its impact on women's empowerment remains
conditional and uneven. Without addressing work discrimination, the gender wage gap,
women’s annual and maternity leaves, flexibility of working hours, issues related to work
pressure and retirement benefits to women, feminisation risks reinforcing precarious
employment rather than enabling genuine economic empowerment. This underscores the need
for labour reforms that move beyond participation targets to prioritise equality, sustainability,
and women’s agency—an issue that directly leads to the discussion of the double burden and

the strategies required to mitigate it in the following section.

3.3 Women’s Double Burden

Women in KSA face a persistent double burden arising from the unequal distribution of
paid work and unpaid care responsibilities, which significantly constrains their economic
participation across the life course. Early career stages are shaped by marriage and family
formation, mid-career trajectories are disrupted by motherhood and childcare responsibilities,
and later stages are affected by inflexible working hours that limit time spent with family.
These interruptions often result in reduced productivity, job dissatisfaction, and, in many cases,

withdrawal from the labour market. Rooted in gendered social norms, inadequate legal

238 Lama Anwar Alfarasani and Abdulquddus Mohammad, ‘Work-Life Balance for Women in Jeddah, Saudi
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protection, and the concentration of caregiving responsibilities on women, the double burden
remains a central structural barrier to women’s economic empowerment. 23 This is particularly
evident among women aged 2549, where the labour participation gap in KSA is most
pronounced.?*® Addressing this burden is therefore essential to sustaining women’s

employment and advancing legal empowerment.

3.3.1 Marriage, Pregnancy and Women’s Employment

In the Middle East, a noticeable gendered division of domestic labour exists, with
husbands as the breadwinners and wives as caretakers and homemakers, responsible for most
domestic tasks.?*! Marriage in the region marks a transition to adulthood for both genders,
involving living independently, entering into socially and religiously recognised relationships,
and the ability to bear children.?*> Marriage introduces new responsibilities and a way of life
that most Saudi couples experience for the first time, beginning with managing household bills,
chores, and budgeting.?*> The domestic responsibilities placed on women add a significant
burden, often making it challenging for them to participate in the labour market. If such jobs
conflict with their marital duties, societal, cultural, psychological, or even religious demands
may compel them to leave work to maintain their marriage and family. When women enter the

labour market, a 2022 survey found that 11 of 20 respondents reported discrimination between
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men and women at work. They highlighted that men often receive preferential treatment, such
as flexibility from employers, faster promotions, and larger bonuses. Additionally, 10 out of
20 working Saudi women reported discrimination between married and single women, with
single women being preferred for their perceived commitment to work. 2** Employers may
view the need for family insurance, childcare facilities, and flexible working hours as

disruptive, further complicating women's workforce participation.

Accordingly, understanding the impact of marriage on women's work is crucial for
addressing the withdrawal of married women from the labour market. A survey in Jeddah city
found that only 2 of 92 women participants viewed marriage as a barrier to work; planning and
organising were identified as key strategies for balancing work and marriage.?*> However, the
small sample size and limited information on participants' marital and motherhood status limit
the findings, as what women think may differ from what they experience; thus, their responses
could have been influenced. Other surveys indicated different opinions. Some women admitted
their jobs interfered with their family life, leading them to quit their positions. Others felt guilty
about working long hours and leaving their children at home. Additionally, some women felt
they were not good enough mothers due to the impact their employment had on their

marriages.>*

244 Munira Bint Sarhan Fahaid Al-Qahtani, ‘Difficulties and Challenges Facing Saudi Women in Light of
Modern Changes’ (2022) 3 Humanitarian and Natural Science Journal 6 < Https://Doi.Org/10.53796/Hnsj365 >
accessed 9" February 2023 [Arabic Version].

245 Alfarasani and Mohammad (n 238).

246 Arab News, ‘Big Dilemma: Choosing Between Work and Family’ (2011) <
Https://Www.Arabnews.Com/Node/370368 > accessed 21% February 2023; Waleed Alsuhaibani and George
Gresham, ‘The Experience of Female Saudi Workers with Children: Factors that Shape their Ability To Balance
Motherhood and their Careers’ (2021) 12 Journal Of International Business And Cultural Studies <
Https://Www.Aabri.Com/Manuscripts/193033.Pdf> accessed 315 July 2025.



https://doi.org/10.53796/hnsj365
https://www.arabnews.com/node/370368
https://www.aabri.com/manuscripts/193033.pdf

77

Highlighting such findings is an example of two women resigning from their public-
sector jobs, which typically offer better benefits than private-sector roles. Quitting the latter
could be understood given the lower wages and benefits; however, resignation from the public
sector warrants examination. The first is a former doctor who left her position at a government
hospital after losing control of her teenage daughters, who were cared for by maids during her
frequent absences. She felt resigning restored her authority at home, although her colleagues
viewed her decision as irrational.>*” Accordingly, long, inflexible hours at work and reliance
on maids to care for the children, who are mostly unqualified in childcare, are the barriers in
this case. The second example involves a former public-school teacher who explained her
reasons for quitting her job, citing transportation issues, long commutes, and family problems
resulting from her absence at home. She mentioned being on the brink of divorce and losing
attachment with her children, who bonded with the maid.?*® Thus, commuting challenges and

child responsibilities impacted her work-life balance.

From the above cases, maternal instinct often determines outcomes when Saudi
women's jobs impact family life, particularly where marriage and childbearing significantly
influence work-related decisions.?*® Generally, MENA countries consider women’s work
outside the home inappropriate if it substantially affects their domestic responsibilities?*?; thus,
the strong family bonds make it challenging for working mothers to prioritise their careers.
Had those women had other options besides resigning, such as part-time jobs, flexible working

hours, sufficient maternity and emergency leave, and adequate childcare facilities, they would
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have overcome these family issues and remained economically active. Additionally, coping
strategies such as prioritisation, time management, exercise, and meditation can help working
women balance their professional and family lives, as highlighted in studies on female workers

with children in KSA.?3!

Regarding the phenomenon of women’s job resignations, a study on the Middle East
and MENA countries emphasised that the risk of quitting jobs in the private sector is higher
than in the public sector. It is also higher a year before marriage and upon anticipation of

marriage, than during marriage.?>

The study also found that countries with lower domestic
work burdens tend to have higher employment rates for married women. In KSA, working
women face factors that drive them to change careers, seek adjustments to working hours, or
resign.?>3 In a survey of 174 female doctors in Riyadh, 51.7% reported that their jobs negatively
affected their relationships with their husbands and children, 43.1% were dissatisfied with
balancing work and family, and 56.3% experienced workplace discrimination based on their

marital status.?>*

Another contributor to Saudi women’s decisions to resign is discrimination
regarding pregnancy. Pregnant working women’s concerns about needing to reduce working
hours or take time off prior, during or after pregnancy lead to resentment from colleagues over
perceived ‘special treatment” and women’s anxiety about job security.?* Studies in KSA show
that 51% of those facing negativity and discrimination at work as a result of their marital status

are also unsatisfied with their work and family balance, compared to only 32.9% of those who

do not face such discrimination and are unsatisfied with their career and family life balance.?>
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Moreover, in another survey on female physicians in KSA, 66.1% reported pregnancy
as an obstacle in balancing work and family.?*” This high number in only one profession
highlights the need for initiatives to change perceptions that equate pregnancy with a lack of
commitment. Law provisions and reforms should also be strictly implemented regarding
employers’ discrimination against married and pregnant women during recruitment and
employment. Measures must prohibit dismissals or threats of dismissal against pregnant
employees, and scrutiny should be applied to employers who enforce illegal terms like contract
termination upon pregnancy or who pressure women to relinquish maternity rights. >*® Overall,
various factors interrupt women’s careers at different stages, making it essential to provide
legal, social, and physical support. Women in KSA must also navigate post-pregnancy leave

and childcare decisions, which will be addressed in the following subsection.

3.3.2 Maternity Leave, Childcare and Women’s Employment

In KSA, married women frequently face challenges related to maternity leave in the
workplace. In February 2025, maternity leave was extended from ten weeks to twelve weeks:
six weeks were mandatory immediately after childbirth, with the remainder to be taken at the
employee’s discretion, and employees had the right to extend the leave for one month without
pay.?>® There has been growing concern about the adequacy of maternity leave, raising

questions about the well-being of both mothers and newborns. Calls for extending the duration

27 1bid
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of maternity leave have been prevalent®®°

, and have been paid off by the recent extension;
nonetheless, the period still falls short of the International Labour Organisation (ILO)

recommended minimum of fourteen weeks, which advocates for an extension to eighteen

weeks to allow mothers adequate time for recovery and care for their babies. 26!

Research indicates that generous maternity leave policies could boost gender equality
in households and workplaces; countries offering fourteen to thirty weeks of paid maternity
leave often see women gain more decision-making Power Within their households than those

providing only eight to thirteen weeks of paid maternity leave.?6?

The financial support during
maternity leave not only aids mothers in their recovery but also promotes gender equality by
diminishing the traditional view that men are the sole providers. Longer and paid maternity
leave can enhance women's participation in the workforce, reduce household violence, and

foster a supportive environment for working mothers.?%

As these policies evolve, they can
positively change societal attitudes towards women’s roles in both the economy and the home,
ultimately increasing their employment opportunities and enhancing their financial
contributions to their families. Thus, legislative reforms that extend maternity leave and

benefits are vital to reshaping perceived norms about women's work, ensuring they can thrive

both in the workplace and at home.
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In KSA, enhancing maternity leave policies not only benefits mothers and newborns
but also supports family dynamics by alleviating fathers' concerns about childcare. Essential to
note that paternity leave is only three paid days that must be taken within the first seven days
of childbirth.?** Increased paternity leave should be considered, as it encourages fathers to take
an active role in caregiving; in fact, their involvement in childcare is improving, with many
women reporting significant support from their husbands, especially in the aftermath of the
COVID-19 pandemic?, fostering a more equitable approach to women's participation in the
workforce. Research highlights the positive long-term health effects of extended maternity
leave for both mothers and children. For instance, Germany's extension of maternity leave from
eight weeks to six months correlated with reduced hospitalisation rates for children related to
mental and behavioural disorders. 26 Similarly, in Norway, reforms that allowed four months
of paid leave and twelve months of unpaid leave led to a decline in high school dropout rates

and higher future wages for children born after the reforms. 267

Moreover, extended maternity leave improves women's physical and mental health and
contributes to overall well-being;?® paid leave has been shown to reduce the risk of re-
hospitalisation for mothers by 50% compared with no leave or unpaid leave; it also helps
mothers manage their time and engage in regular exercise. 2® In contrast, having less than eight

weeks of paid leave is linked to higher rates of depression and poorer health outcomes for
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mothers. Each additional week of paid leave can reduce risks associated with mental health,
promote longer breastfeeding durations, and lower the likelihood of chronic health issues for
both mothers and children.?’® Based on the duration of maternity leave and its cash benefits in
KSA, working women have prompted varied responses and decisions, as discussed in the

paragraphs that follow.

Working mothers in KSA encounter several challenges after their maternity leave. One
major issue is the lack of adequate childcare facilities, as employers are only required to provide
these services if they have fifty or more female employees and at least ten children to care
for.2’! Given the low participation of women in the workforce, it is rare for employers to meet
these thresholds, leaving many women to seek solutions on their own. This legal requirement
may also deter companies from hiring married women due to potential costs. In a survey
conducted by the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), 78% of
respondents indicated that child hospitality centres are unavailable at their workplaces.?”? To
address this challenge, there is a pressing need for policy changes that facilitate the
establishment of childcare facilities and reduce the financial burden on employers, such as by
introducing financial assistance to create childcare options or covering maternity leave
expenses. While commercial childcare centres exist, they are often limited in number, difficult

to locate near workplaces, and can be expensive. Many mothers find it difficult to trust them

270 Pinka Chatterji And Sara Markowitz, ‘Family Leave After Childbirth and the Mental Health of New Mothers’
(2012) 15 The Journal of Mental Health Policy and Economics 2; Deborah Navarro-Rosenblatt and Maria-Luisa
Garmendia. ‘Maternity Leave and its Impact on Breastfeeding: A Review of the Literature’ (2018) 13
Breastfeeding Medicine 9.

271 Article 159, KSA Labour Law, Issued by Royal Decree No. M/51 and Cabinet Decision No. 219 In
27/09/2005 and published in 28/10/2005.
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E/ESCWA/CL2.GPID/2022/TP.12
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with infants, especially when they are with low-staff childcare specialists.?”® Although KSA
has begun to regulate these centres, issues surrounding their accessibility, affordability, and

quality remain.

Saudi working mothers also opt to ask family members to assist with childcare during
working hours. Not only is this solution not always possible, but it can also put pressure on
mothers to prioritise home over work, reinforcing societal norms that dictate that a mother’s
primary role is to care for her children. To address this, it’s crucial to raise awareness of the
supportive roles fathers and other family members can play in childcare and domestic duties.
Public understanding of the importance of social support for women in the workforce is vital,
as studies indicate a significant underestimation of such support in KSA?’#, highlighting the
need for legal reforms and social services that foster a more supportive environment for
working women. Another option for working mothers is to hire foreign caregivers to look after
their children. However, this presents challenges related to financial costs and trust in the

caretaker, which can lead to anxiety that affects workplace performance.

Last of all, it is worth noting that some labour law provisions are designed to support
working mothers, such as the one-hour paid nursing break?’>, which can help create a more
accommodating work environment. There is a need for efforts to educate women on how to
advocate for themselves and utilise available resources to address their challenges.
Unfortunately, labour market policies frequently overlook critical issues such as access to

childcare and reproductive health, which are essential for women’s participation in the

273 Raseef, ‘Maternity Leaves in the Gulf Countries: Sufficient or Not?* (2017) <
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workforce. This gap is evident in training programs aimed at youth, particularly women, where
the need for childcare facilities often hinders their ability to attend.?’® Numerous studies
highlight how reproductive empowerment influences women’s decisions to work; for instance,
in Malaysia, many women transitioned from formal employment to running microbusinesses
after having children. Many women also express a preference for online or home-based work
to balance their work and childcare responsibilities after participating in empowerment
initiatives.?’”” The upcoming section examines how working modes and environment contribute

to Saudi women’s double burden as well.

3.3.3 Working Hours and Work Environment

In recent years, there has been growing recognition of the importance of flexible
working hours and supportive work environments in empowering professional working
mothers in KSA. In 2020, the Ministry of HRSD introduced two key initiatives to increase
women's participation in the workforce, aligning with the objectives of the Vision 2030
strategy. The first initiative focused on promoting remote work, which is particularly beneficial
for individuals with disabilities and mothers seeking to balance their professional and childcare
responsibilities.?’® The second was the introduction of a flexible hours work system. Despite

these efforts, a 2022 ESCWA survey found that 59% of participants reported a lack of work

276 E.g. Orazio Attanasio, Adriana Kugler, And Costas Meghir, ‘Training Disadvantaged Youth lin Latin
America: Evidence from a Randomized Trial’ (2008) NBER Working Paper No. 1393; UN Economic and
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flexibility in KSA, and 72% reported that telecommuting options were unavailable, although
many expressed readiness to embrace these initiatives if implemented.?’”® The challenges of
inflexible working hours are further illustrated by the experiences of women in feminised retail
jobs: 62% of employed women reported considering quitting due to long hours, and 79% felt
their salaries did not justify the demands of their work. 289 Retail shifts typically run from 10
am to 1 pm and again from 4 pm to 11 pm, with pay ranging from $1.333 to $799 per month.?8!
Often, these shifts conflict with the familial responsibilities that many women encounter.
Additionally, employers have noted difficulties retaining female staff, as many leave after only

a short period due to these challenges. 2%

To address these issues, encouraging part-time work and job-sharing arrangements
could help mitigate the high turnover rates among women employees while allowing them to
balance their work and family obligations more effectively. Hourly wages also provide women
with greater control over their work-life balance. Studies have shown that women with flexible
working hours report better health and lower levels of psychological distress than those with
no control over their work time; a replication of the study suggested that differences in
occupation do not affect the results. 2> During the COVID-19 pandemic, many in KSA
experienced remote work for the first time. They found it linked to higher job satisfaction, with

significant numbers highlighting reduced workplace distractions, lower stress levels, better
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management of personal obligations, and more effective use of their time as key benefits. 234

Overall, both scientific and social studies emphasise the positive impact of flexible working

arrangements, particularly for women in the workforce.

The reasons for women's involvement in part-time work can be understood through two
main perspectives. The first viewpoint emphasises women's intrinsic desires and personal
preferences.?® It categorises them into three groups: family-centred women, who prioritise
home and children; work-centred women, who focus on their careers and tend to be childless;
and a majority group that combines paid work with time with family. This perspective, known
as the Preference-driven Theory, acknowledges women’s choices but often overlooks the
influence of social structures and external factors on these decisions. Additionally, it isn’t easy
to frame a woman as belonging to one of the groups, because in some circumstances work-
centred women might end up as stay-at-home mothers. Their orientation does not necessarily
determine the outcome of their decisions, and they may not ultimately act in accordance with

what they have already chosen.

Thus, women’s choice of work or employment transition is not only an outcome of
personal preference that women decide and plan for, as the first school of preference theory
argues. The second viewpoint argues that social context, particularly motherhood and family
responsibilities, plays a crucial role in women's employment choices.?3® Factors like divorce,

redundancies, and childcare availability can compel women to opt for part-time work. Some
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studies suggest that women may choose to withdraw from the labour market to maintain their
professional identities, and their employment decisions can vary significantly depending on the
number of children they have.?8” Reconciling the two perspectives reveals that decision-making
about work and motherhood varies widely among women. For some, being both a mother and
a worker is essential to self-identity and financial stability, while others may keep these roles
more distinct.?®® Childcare is often perceived as a personal, moral commitment rather than
merely a barrier to employment. The interplay of internal motivations and external challenges,

such as finances and childcare logistics, shapes these choices.

Overall, the availability of flexible working hours is crucial for women in KSA. Such
arrangements not only support their simultaneous roles as caregivers and professionals but also
help keep them active in the labour market, preventing total withdrawal from employment.
Women’s decisions regarding full-time or part-time work are closely tied to their
responsibilities and the support they receive from their families. While studies show a lack of
ideal flexible working arrangements, women often have to adjust to the most tolerable options
offered by their organisations. The ability to negotiate such terms can enhance their standing
within organisations.?®® The absence of flexibility in work hours limits their choices, making it
hard to align their employment with their personal aspirations and family needs. As a sign of
empowerment, they should be able to demand the arrangements they need as part-time or online
workers to control their schedules and adjust their responsibilities and roles. The research

indicates that women engaged in part-time work worldwide often manage their professional
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responsibilities effectively within limited time constraints.?®® They demonstrate strategic
thinking by prioritising tasks that align with their organisation's objectives. Furthermore, part-
time roles help alleviate the emotional burden associated with supporting colleagues’ work and
performance, allowing them to focus on their family responsibilities. Therefore, promoting
part-time job opportunities in both the public and private sectors in KSA is highly
recommended. This initiative could significantly enhance women's participation in the

economy, address unemployment, and meet the country's evolving labour demands.

3.3.4 Remarks on Women’s Double Burden

To alleviate the double burden faced by Saudi women, several measures need to be
implemented. Discriminatory practices affecting married women, pregnant women, and
mothers during hiring processes or throughout their employment must be addressed.
Additionally, there should be a thorough evaluation of the duration and financial benefits of
maternity leave in the country to encourage women to join and remain in the labour market.
Moreover, promoting childcare facilities by increasing their number to cover wider areas and
providing them at workplaces will help encourage women's participation in the economy. It is
also necessary to introduce flexible work options, such as remote work, which 76% of Saudi
women prefer.?’! Given that many educated Saudi women have access to communication
technology, remote work can enhance productivity when implemented effectively.
Additionally, part-time jobs, another preferred option for many Saudi women, should also be

explored. Studies indicate that a significant proportion of young, educated Saudi women desire
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part-time employment.??

However, employers often resist this model, citing the costs and
complexities associated with the arrangement. It is crucial to investigate the reasons behind

these preferences among young, educated Saudi women and to persuade employers of the

advantages associated with part-time positions.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter emphasised the importance of women's economic
empowerment through three primary strategies: access to financial resources, the feminisation
of labour, and the acknowledgement of the double burdens women face. It highlights how
women in KSA have navigated these strategies and analyses their implementation to enable
women to participate in the economy, while also noting the shortcomings that require further
action. Regarding access to financial resources, issues such as loan amounts, obligations, and
financial literacy need attention. Policy reforms, training programs, funding initiatives, and
increased awareness are vital for Saudi women. Similarly, in relation to the feminisation of
labour, challenges such as low wages and the need for equal treatment under labour regulations
must be examined. Lastly, the double burden of home and work responsibilities cannot be
overlooked; factors such as marital status, pregnancy, maternity leave, and flexible working
hours significantly influence women's decisions to enter the labour market. Addressing these
issues and implementing new regulations is essential to encourage their economic participation.
Since the context of KSA is understood, the situation of women and employment is clarified,
and the need for women’s legal empowerment in the employment sector is established in the
past chapters. The next chapter delves into recent legal reforms in KSA and their effects on

women’s legal empowerment in employment.
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Chapter Four

Legal Reforms and Barriers to Women’s Empowerment in KSA

Introduction

The previous chapter elaborated on the legal and policy frameworks that shape
women’s economic empowerment in KSA. It suggested adopting approaches that address
norms when developing strategies to enhance women’s legal empowerment in the country.
This chapter presents some of the most impactful legal reforms recently undertaken for Saudi
women. It examines how they have contributed to enabling them to participate more actively
in the economy and improve their societal standing. It argues that while these reforms constitute
a significant strategy for legal empowerment that promises women’s participation in the
economy, their effectiveness is still hindered by social and economic barriers; thus, they should
be accompanied by additional legal empowerment strategies. Legal empowerment promotes
women's participation in society, enabling them to act as agents in various spheres. This often
results in the formation of a new social constituency comprised of empowered women who can
challenge the patriarchal norms that affect their participation in the economy and the political-
economic order.??* Thus, it answers the thesis questions by critically examining the extent to
which recent legal reforms in KSA have contributed to women’s legal empowerment in
employment, and to identify the remaining barriers and strategies needed to strengthen

women’s participation in the labour market.
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This chapter is organised into three sections. The first section examines the most recent
governmental reforms relevant to women’s legal empowerment and their impact on
employment. The second section discusses the implications of these reforms, notably, whether
they are sufficient as a strategy to empower women in employment. The third section concludes
the chapter by analysing the potential social, economic, and legal factors that challenge
women’s agency and legal empowerment in employment, drawing on relevant literature to
assess their significance and implications. Legal factors, such as ambiguous national legislation
concerning discriminatory practices and enforcement procedures®**, and social norms rooted
in patriarchal traditions, in addition to economic factors such as oil dependency and foreign
labour, affect women’s work and contribute to the limitations on their rights and empowerment
in KSA are examined. Consequently, the importance of legal and social empowerment for
women lies in providing them with access to social and legal protection, enabling them to make

choices, and acting as independent agents in the economic sector.??

4.1 KSA’s Legal Reforms on Women’s Empowerment and Their Impact on

Employment

4.1.1 Saudi Women in The Ministry of Justice and The Ministry of Defence

The first example of reforms to advance women’s economic participation is the 2017

decision to allow women to work in the Ministry of Justice for the first time. The positions

294 Kristine Goulding, ‘Gender Dimensions of National Employment Policies: A 24 Country Study’ (2013)
Geneva: International Labour Organization <
Https://Www.Ilo.Org/Sites/Default/Files/Wemsp5/Groups/Public/@Dgreports/@Gender/Documents/Publication
/Wems 232758.Pdf> accessed 28™ July 2025; Priya Chacko, ‘“Women’s Economic Empowerment in the Indian
Ocean Region Through Gender Equality in Work: Building a Common Agenda’ (2017) 13 Journal of the Indian
Ocean Region 1.

295 Kabeer (n 31).



https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@gender/documents/publication/wcms_232758.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@gender/documents/publication/wcms_232758.pdf

92

made available were administrative assistants and social, religious and legal researchers. Later,
in 2020, the Ministry appointed 100 women to public notary positions as part of its plan to
expand women’s participation in the legal sector.?”® Such moves, while being positive, raise
questions about whether this expansion merely reinforces a status quo where women are
primarily channelled into roles deemed acceptable within a patriarchal framework of the
country or are actually empowered. The Ministry has made statements about its commitment
to attracting talented individuals to contribute to national development and to emphasising

universal participation and gender equality;>*’

yet the implications of these changes warrant a
more critical examination. Saudi women have seized these opportunities, as data highlights a
growing female presence in the field. The number of women working in the Ministry of Justice
is increasing across the regions, and the establishment of the Women's Department within the

Ministry has encouraged more women to join the sector, as the Ministry has emphasised.?®

The Ministry praised its female employees, noting that their participation in the public
sector has increased, and that many have been empowered by their assignment to supervisory
roles.??” By evaluating the statement against the existing cultural norms and practices, women
employees were assigned to the traditional gender roles, they are often drawn to public sector
roles -governed by ministries and state institutions- for valid reasons, government roles
typically offer better salaries, job security, shorter working hours compared to the private

sector, and perhaps most importantly, culturally acceptable segregated work environments; in
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addition to benefits such as allowances and social services, ensuring stable employment along
with automatic salary increases.>® This backdrop suggests that while women are increasingly
visible in the workforce, their participation may not reflect genuine empowerment or choice

but rather a permissible conformity to social expectations.

A second example of reforms is the 2019 decision, for the first time, to allow women
to serve as soldiers in the internal security field.>°! This change represents a significant shift;
nonetheless, it remains crucial to analyse the motives and the impacts of such reform. On 1%
September 2021, the first group of female soldiers graduated from a 14-week training course
at the Armed Forces Women’s Cadre Training Centre.>*> Women are now legally permitted to
enlist in various branches of the Saudi Arabian armed forces. While this is a major step
forward, it also highlights the cultural limitations that continue to restrict the roles women can
pursue. The hierarchical nature of these advancements raises concerns about whether women
are exercising true agency or simply filling predefined roles that maintain existing power
dynamics. It could be only the start as soldiers who will be able to advance to different ranks,

which the future will determine. One could not expect higher ranks the first time in the field.

It is worth noting that both sets of reforms mentioned above created new avenues for
women by attracting their talents outside traditional fields, such as health and education.
However, it remains unclear whether these opportunities truly empower them. The recently

opened opportunities for women in both Ministries, as public-sector jobs, seem to adopt similar
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approaches to women in traditional professions. The Ministry of Justice opened a women’s
department for recruitment in compliance with the reform, 3% and the Ministry of Defence had
an Armed Forces Women’s Cadre Training Centre in compliance with the reform, too. Thus,
the cultural requirement of gender segregation appears to be still in place; this thesis considers
it as one of the significant reasons for Saudi women’s enrolment in the workforce. It was
asserted that 73% of sampled Saudi females preferred working in a segregated environment3%4,
and even if more jobs were created for Saudi women, they would be in a dilemma between
their career aspirations on the one hand and the traditional female roles rooted in the
conservative society on the other hand.?% This dichotomy points to a deeper need for structural
change that transcends surface-level reforms. The need for further forms of women's
empowerment is evident, especially if traditional culture and norms are disregarded.
Consideration of feminist dimensions of women’s empowerment, along with law reforms and
job creation, is suggested. In the above situations, Current efforts to empower women often
focus solely on enabling economic and social participation without addressing the patriarchal
structures that limit their agency.’? True empowerment involves granting access to valued
resources that enhance women's ability to confront these constraints. As feminist literature

suggests, empowerment is about challenging existing power dynamics and gaining control over

resources.>’
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4.1.2 New University Majors and The Guardianship System Annulment

Other examples of recent reforms that warrant scrutiny include expanding access to a
broader range of university degrees for women, who were previously confined to men-only
programs, and abolishing the guardianship system. From the past to the present, Saudi women
have excelled in education, with female graduates constituting 75% of university graduates in
2010; although this figure declined to 55.8% by 2019,3% it is still higher than that of men.
Despite this significant presence in higher education, many women face challenges entering
the job market because their degrees, often in education and the humanities, do not align with
current labour market demands for skills in technology, engineering, and management.®%
These factors account for the low participation rate of Saudi women in the labour market,
alongside enduring social, cultural, and religious influences®!? that significantly shape their
choices and participation in the economy. The recent introduction of fields such as aviation,
engineering, architecture, maritime studies, and tourism promises progress.>!! While women
can now pursue careers as co-pilots or cabin crew members, the true impact of these changes

depends on whether they can translate educational advancements into actual job placements

and whether the reforms guarantee meaningful employment opportunities for female graduates.

The annulment of the guardianship system in 2019, which requires women to obtain
permission from a male guardian, whether father, brother or husband, to carry out their

activities, is another reform in KSA that promises an impact on Saudi women’s lives. The
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annulment enables women to apply for jobs without the requirement of a guardian’s consent,
travel for the sake of employment and obtain their passports independently. Amended legal
provisions, such as Article 2 of the Travel Documents Law, which stated that passports are
only granted to male Saudi guardians, have been amended to ‘[a] passport may be granted to

any person who has Saudi citizenship’3'?

, representing a significant shift in women’s ways of
life. Nonetheless, they are not an outright solution to end employment barriers. These
contemporary changes align with Vision 2030, intending to shake up the status quo of the
country's cultural and socioeconomic fabric and loosen its conservative social dynamics.?!3

They indicate KSA's attention to empowering women economically and socially as well. This

approach is hoped to sufficiently empower women to participate in the economy.

Economic empowerment must cultivate women's self-sufficiency and enable them to
thrive in developmental projects, while social empowerment must confront the entrenched
gender biases that limit participation and achievement.’!'* Vision 2030 strives to empower
women socially, economically, and politically; it recognises women as key players in driving
economic growth when afforded the opportunity.®!> This thesis posits that legally empowering
women is imperative to achieving the economic goals outlined in the Vision. Its focus on legal
empowerment enables women to assert their rights and leverage the protections afforded to
them by law. The adopted definition of women’s legal empowerment is the ‘process of
systemic change through which the poor and excluded become able to use the law, the legal

system, and legal services to protect and advance their rights and interests as citizens and
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economic actors’.3!¢ Thus, it is leaning toward building women’s capacity to seek rights and
employment and to solve their problems rather than giving direction and ready-made solutions

to their situations.

4.1.3 Driving and Obtaining Identification Cards Reforms

Alongside the Saudi reforms, the lifting of the driving ban in 2018 marked a significant
shift in the country’s approach to women's rights and employment. An examination of the
original Saudi Traffic Law?!7 reveals its use of gender-neutral language; “driver” and “person”
were employed, suggesting that driving licenses should have been legally available to both men
and women upon interpretation. This indicates that the ban was influenced more by cultural
customs, as Islamic law does not prohibit women from driving either. *'® This policy change
has had a profound economic impact, enabling more women to enter the workforce by
alleviating transportation challenges that previously forced many to leave their jobs due to a
lack of transportation.’!” With inadequate public transport options and high costs for private
drivers, the ability for women to drive has significantly eased their commute. Moreover, the
change has adjusted expectations around male employees, as driving family members was a

legitimate reason to delay or defer work commitments.*?° The automotive industry has also
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A9a700f183¢e9/2 > accessed 7 February 2022.
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benefited from the decision, as expatriate drivers were let go, with 70% of women choosing to

drive after the prohibition was lifted®?!.

Another amendment is the right of women to have their national identification card
(ID). Article 67 of the Civil Status Law??? now allows women to obtain their ID without
needing guardian approval, a requirement that previously impeded their access to essential
services and employment opportunities. This reform is expected to simplify the employment
process, enabling employers to verify applicants' identities more efficiently and obtain their
consent more easily. Such access to IDs to participate in the economy cannot be overstated; it
opens doors to signing employment contracts, opening bank accounts, and applying for
loans.??* The relationship between identification and financial inclusion is vital; with IDs,
women are better positioned to pursue business ventures*2* and are less vulnerable to human
rights violations. While these reforms appear beneficial for women's empowerment and self-
agency, concerns exist about their actual impact. For instance, while lifting the driving ban may
seem to grant greater autonomy, it raises questions about whether it genuinely empowers
women or simply reinforces existing familial burdens without fostering real independence.
Moreover, access to ID does not ensure resource availability if patriarchal values continue to
exert influence. Overall, these reforms represent a crucial step toward improving women's

integration and representation in the workforce.
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4.1.4 Women’s Related Reforms in Civil Status Law and Labour Law

Recent legal reforms in Civil Status Law and Labour Law represent significant
progress for women's rights, particularly in their capacity to work and participate in family
matters. Notably, amendments to Article 33 of the Civil Status Law*?* now empower women
to report their children's births and obtain birth certificates, a shift from the previous norm
where only fathers or close male relatives had this authority. This change strengthens women's
maternity rights and acknowledges their equal roles to men in legal documents. Another
important amendment appears in Article 30°26, which previously limited a married woman's
freedom of movement by mandating that her domicile be her husband's residence. This
requirement has been amended to apply only to minors, giving married women greater
independence and the ability to choose their residence. Despite these advancements, deeper
societal challenges remain. Although women can now register their children and assume legal
roles within their families, questions linger about their practical authority. Issues such as the
ability to amend or update legal documents and whether they have equal guardianship rights
over their children in areas such as education and travel still require empirical examination. It
has been argued that since the changes in Civil Law are imposed rather than socially contracted,
there will be societal resistance, men are still regarded as the only heads of families, and

everything related to their families is connected to them.?

Moreover, Recent reforms in the Saudi Labour Law have made significant strides in

advancing the status of women in the workforce. Notably, the definition of workers in Article
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3 of the Labour Law has been amended to encompass both genders, a shift from the previous
framework.>?® This amendment explicitly prohibits gender discrimination and extends
protections to the recruitment process, ensuring that all citizens, regardless of gender,
disability, age, or other factors, have equal rights to work. Additionally, the former restriction
in Labour Law Article 1493%°, which limited women's employment to certain sectors and gave
the Minister of Labour authority to restrict their access to hazardous jobs, was abolished in
2020. This change theoretically allows women to pursue any career path they choose, removing
legal barriers that previously hindered their participation in various fields. However, deep-
rooted societal norms still present challenges, as traditional views often position men as the
primary breadwinners while women are expected to manage household responsibilities. This
cultural dynamic makes it unclear which jobs women and society consider suitable or
dangerous, highlighting the need for further clarity, perhaps through research and surveys.
Despite these legal advancements, it still could be assumed that societal attitudes still influence
employment opportunities for women, that men should be prioritised for certain jobs perceived
as unfeminine or dangerous, which may impede the full realisation of these reforms.>*° This
resistance is compounded by broader employment challenges facing young men in the country,
leading to scepticism about expanding the labour market for women.*3! This is based on an
analogy to the Saudisation policies, where private sector manifested scepticism about hiring
women due to uncertainty about what constitutes a suitable workplace for women and what is

compatible with the cultural norms.

328 Article 142, KSA Labour Law, Issued by Royal Decree No. M/51 and Cabinet Decision No. 219 in
27/09/2005 and published in 28/10/2005, Article Amended by Royal Decree No. M/134, Issued on 25 July 2019.
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The amendments to the Labour Law have established non-discriminatory provisions;
however, the primary issue lies in their implementation. While these rights exist in theory, they
are not effectively enforced nationally or internationally®*2, leaving women in circumstances
similar to those before the reforms. The lack of full implementation necessitates concerted
efforts to enforce the law, perhaps through a mechanism established by the Ministry of Labour
to monitor its application and evaluate its impacts. Women’s empowerment is a multifaceted
process that encompasses job availability, the ability to apply for positions freely, and the
capacity to advocate for their rights. Establishing a bureau for women’s affairs within the
Ministry could also facilitate the implementation of progressive policies. The application of
feminist theories is relevant in this context, as women develop a sense of self-understanding
and the ability to advocate for themselves, thereby gaining access to material resources,
creating a reciprocal relationship.33? Despite provisions that allow Saudi women to earn income
and improve their lives, substantial transformation remains elusive. For real change to occur,

women must achieve a ‘shift in consciousness3*’

that helps them recognise the entrenched
patriarchy in their society, understand their circumstances, and unite for collective change.

Thus, while external opportunities can enhance women’s potential realities, true empowerment

requires an intersection with their actual lived experiences.?*
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4.1.5 Saudi Women in Leadership Positions

Most recent reforms have focused on enhancing women’s empowerment, particularly
by including women in the decision-making process within legislative bodies and enabling
their participation in leadership roles across various sectors. A significant milestone was the
royal decree amending Article 3 of the Majlis Al-Shura Law, Law of the Consultative Council,
allowing women to join what has traditionally been an all-male advisory council. Article 3 now

reads:

Majlis Ash-Shura shall consist of a chairman and sixty members chosen by the King from
amongst scholars and men of knowledge, expertise and specialists, provided that women
representation shall not be less than (20%) of the number of members. Their rights, duties

and all other affairs shall be defined by Royal Decree.**

The Al-shura Council advises the government on new legislation, and Article 3 marks a
pivotal step toward the inclusion of women in advisory roles. Although King Abdullah
appointed the first female council member in 2013, paving the way for the current 20
councillors out of 339, their active participation and ability to attain leadership roles

within the council remain limited, as the council remains predominantly male-led.

The overall leadership landscape in KSA represents a significant gender disparity,
with the country among the top twenty with the largest gender gaps in managerial roles,
exceeding 80%, as reported in the 2021 GGGR.*7 Particularly concerning is the 93%

gap in senior leadership, including in government roles, where no women have been

336 Shura Council Law, Royal Order No. A/19 Issued 01/03/1992 and Published 06/03/1992, Article 3 of the
Shura Council Law Amended by Royal Order No. A/26 Dated 2/3/1426 AH <
Hittps://Laws.Boe.Gov.Sa/Boelaws/Laws/Lawdetails/B5cf540a-E6ac-426a-B348-A9a700f163de/1> accessed 28
November 2021 [Original Arabic Version].
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appointed as ministers.>*® The same patterns are evident in diplomatic and international
representation, traditionally male-dominated fields. Despite efforts since 2008 to employ
women in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, only five female ambassadors were appointed
between 2019 and 2023, a number that is still far from an adequate response to the
pressing need for equitable representation, indicating a minimal change in
representation.®*® Even though the number of women in leadership positions since the
start of the reforms remains relatively small,*** their participation in such roles has
gradually improved, with recent statistics showing that the percentage of women in senior
and middle management reached 43.8% in the first quarter of 2024.3*!  In conclusion,
the recent reforms in KSA focused on women's empowerment are critically examined in
this section, raising questions about their effectiveness in facilitating women's entry into
the labour market and combating deeply rooted patriarchal customs. While legal reforms
are essential initial steps, dismantling guardianship practices and patriarchal attitudes
remains a persistent challenge to economic advancement. For authentic transformation
to occur, women need to develop both individual and collective agency. This entails
recognising and advocating for their rights while also making strategic decisions.*** The
forthcoming section will critically evaluate the impacts of these reforms on Saudi
women’s agency and examine whether these measures are sufficient to motivate their

economic participation.

338 1bid, 15.
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4.2 Are the Legal Reforms Sufficient to Empower Women?

As highlighted in the previous section, KSA is reforming its legislation to provide equal
opportunities for all in the economic sector to eliminate gender inequality in the country. This
legal reform approach appears effective; the GGGR 2024 affirmed female labour-force
participation in KSA has nearly doubled over time, from 22.5% in 2006 to 43.2% in 202434
However, the scepticism is that this approach has been implemented in the West as a solution
to gender discrimination, assuming that gender is a social construct; thus, defining the set of
attitudes and behaviours that are considered socially acceptable based on gender, but it did not
end discrimination or patriarchy.>** It has rather reinforced patriarchy by promoting a universal
social attitude associated with masculinity by giving more value to work outside the home, and
devaluing women’s childcare.’* Strengthening equal opportunities in legislation may present
masculinity as the universal gender that women must adopt to be successful. It is, therefore,
suggested that legal reforms should be combined with other empowerment initiatives to
achieve a balanced outcome, focusing on giving a voice to the empowered, not speaking for

them, which has been the case of Saudi women’s ongoing portrayal by the West. 34

Conversely, policy changes and legal reforms have positive effects, as there are
interactions between household composition, norms and legal policies.>*” On this basis, it is
assumed that a change in a country's policies will affect household composition.**® Society is

expected to accept these changes and, in turn, feed these policies back into norms, resulting in
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reshaping household composition. **° The changes brought about by KSA's policy plans are
evident on the ground: women are now encouraged to enter the public sphere, and as they do,
it is reasonable to assume that patriarchal norms are gradually diminishing. However, it is not
just the traditional family norms and values that need to be changed by policies, but also the
institutionalised side of patriarchy.?>° Changing the social norms does not have an immediate
effect on changing institutionalised patriarchal policies on women's roles in the public sphere;

both are interlinked and require efforts to be changed.

Patriarchal norms should be challenged from both institutional and societal angles, as
they are linked to women's economic empowerment. Legal reforms can influence societal
attitudes and vice versa. Therefore, women must advocate for change in both society and the
legal system. Efforts to change patriarchal norms in KSA can be made at both societal and
institutional levels. For example, there should be effective policies to reduce the social and
economic pressures on young men. One option would be to introduce comprehensive pension
schemes; consequently, elderly people would not need their sons or in-laws to support them
financially. Introducing welfare systems to protect family members from poverty would also
have the effect of weakening patriarchal norms in society. Research shows that as families
move from extended to nuclear structures, the need for these pension systems will increase.>>!
Conversely, giving out pensions will change the family structure from an extended to a nuclear
one. Moreover, the introduction of such “state social safety nets” would increase women's
choices, as they would not have to follow the pressure of patriarchal norms to marry and have

families to secure their own economic future.?>2

3% Ross (n 122).
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The reforms have indeed had some effects on Saudi women's labour force participation
that are evident or still emerging. The Saudi General Authority for Statistics (GASTAT) has
been monitoring the number of women in the labour force over the years. According to the
statistics, the unemployment rate among Saudi women has been gradually decreasing since the
reforms, in 201733, the total unemployment rate among Saudi women was 55.1%, in the first
quarter of 2019°>* the unemployment rate was 31.7%, falling to 28.2% in the first quarter of
20203, reaching 21.2% in the first quarter of 202136, 22.3% in the second quarter of 2021357
and standing at 10.4% in the latest fourth quarter of 2024.33® These statistics suggest that recent
reforms have made it easier for women to enter the labour market. Their low participation rate
became a focus of the Kingdom's Vision 2030 plan, which emphasises developing women's
talents and investing in their productive capabilities to increase their labour force participation
from 22% to 30%°>°, The reforms have accelerated and surpassed this target ahead of schedule
since the second quarter of 2021, when the target was reached with 32.4%3¢° female labour
force participation, promising an unexpected increase by 2030. KSA has also significantly
improved women's rights to work globally. According to the World Bank's 2021 report®¢!, KSA

has removed all restrictions on women's employment under the wage indicator. This includes
ploy g
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lifting restrictions in traditionally male-dominated industries such as mining, construction,
manufacturing, and the water sector, as well as in jobs previously considered dangerous for

362 In its most recent 2024 report, while confirming wage improvements, it identified

women.
barriers to women's economic empowerment related to their legal rights, policy instruments to
support the implementation of these rights, and how these rights are realised in practice.

Examples of indicators with low scores include laws affecting women's safety and the legal

framework for women to work after having children.3%3

Furthermore, the Saudisation and later Nitagat systems aimed to include more Saudis
in all jobs, particularly women, in the private sector as part of the government's initiatives to
employ both sexes and pursue diversification plans generated positive outcomes in promoting
and enhancing opportunities for women, paving the way for their success in the market.%*
Despite concerns regarding the potential negative social impact of the Saudisation/Nitagat
policy raised in some studies- such as possible family issues that could lead to an increase in
divorce rates—similar to policies in neighbouring countries, like Qatar’s Qatarisation
policy®®®, the policy has yielded relatively positive results in involving women in the labour
market. Lastly, the KSA 2030 Vision has been recognised for providing Saudi women with
the opportunity to demonstrate their value, aligning with Saudi society's aspirations and
contributing to economic and social development.*%® The reforms and regulations in favour of

women indicate the government’s commitment to enhancing their status and ensuring their

empowerment. Additionally, they have led to a significant shift in the Saudi perspective on
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gender equality and highlighted obstacles women are facing in employment. The GGGR Index
classified KSA as one of the most gender-unequal countries in the world in 2021, ranking it
among the bottom ten countries for gender gap. In 2024%¢7 the country’s position has
significantly improved and is no longer among the bottom 10. This progress highlights the
positive effects of legal reforms and initiatives aimed at empowering women while also
emphasising the need for continued efforts to advance gender equality in line with these

reforms.

Accordingly, legal reforms, when used as a strategy, are generally insufficient on their
own. It is essential to combine multiple strategies for women's legal empowerment in any
country for several reasons. Initially, organisations such as CLEP focused on legal reform to
empower the disadvantaged, but they faced various obstacles and criticism. To avoid or perhaps
overcome such hurdles, as would be explained in the upcoming chapters, relying solely on
legal reforms doesn’t adequately empower women. Moreover, women in the country have not
been significantly influenced by politics and policies. Instead, factors such as self-efficacy,
family support, and economic empowerment play more critical roles in their lives and,

t.3%% Therefore, greater emphasis should be placed

consequently, in their overall empowermen
on these influencing factors. Typically, in KSA, societal changes begin with legal decrees and
their implementation®?, gradually leading to new social norms. Nonetheless, time is needed
for this top-down approach to legal reform to take root in the nation's social fabric.>’® This is

because direct demands for changes in social values are often perceived as political or anti-

religious. The acceptance of new reforms within society is also expected to take time. A
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368 Al-Rashdi and Abdelwahed (n 186).
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relevant example is the introduction of women's education; it took time for people to recognise
the importance of allowing their daughters to attend schools, colleges, and universities.
Consequently, the actual change in women’s status is always motivated from the bottom in
KSA. In this top-down approach involving women as agents of change, three categories
emerged. The first category comprises individuals who choose to adhere to traditional values,
which they believe grant them respectability in society, and refuse any changes. The second
category embraces the new reforms and values despite potential backlash from their
community. The third category attempts to navigate a middle ground between tradition and
change, often finding themselves in a challenging position. They are neither exercising
independence, confidence, and agency nor fully adhering to traditional values, and they may
not receive recognition from reformers for their efforts.’! Eventually, changes occur in real

society and are reflected in the implementation of decrees and reforms.

In conclusion, women’s legal empowerment through legal reforms can be pursued
either through a top-down strategy, as seen in KSA, or through a bottom-up approach, as this
thesis advocates. A successful implementation of these approaches requires a deep
understanding of women's roles in society and outlines strategies to facilitate these changes.
Combining both approaches with feminist and development theories will further enhance the
understanding of women’s situations in the country. This chapter contextualised women’s legal
empowerment in employment within KSA by examining the relevant legal reforms. It
highlighted the new opportunities recently made available to women to encourage their
participation in the economy. The chapter also discussed the potential impacts of these legal
reforms on societal norms, followed by a statistical analysis of the outcomes observed in KSA.

It concluded that legal orders and decrees are commonly employed methods to alter societal

37! Laurence R. Iannaccone and Carrie A. Miles, ‘Dealing with Social Change: The Mormon Church's Response
to Change in Women's Roles’ (1990) 68 Social Forces 4.
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habits or values. While this approach has its advantages, it often takes considerable time for
substantial changes to take effect. Adopting different strategies, particularly a bottom-up
approach that focuses on changing mindsets and enhancing women’s agency and self-
awareness, is expected to accelerate improvements in women's status and, consequently,
increase their economic participation. The use of Naila Kabeer’s theory of agency and the
CLEP developmental approach to empower women to participate more fully in the KSA
economy, discussed in the next chapter, is proposed. The upcoming section concludes the
chapter by identifying the debated legal and cultural norms relevant to women's legal

empowerment as barriers or enablers.

4.3 Legal, Cultural and Economic Barriers to Women’s Empowerment in KSA

In KSA, it seems that societal norms can impact women more significantly than the
law. Even when suitable laws are enacted and reformed to benefit women, they may still
encounter challenges in employment due to patriarchal and discriminatory norms. While there
are laws in the country to empower women, the problem primarily lies in their implementation,
which is influenced by cultural and societal attitudes toward women's economic participation.
The issue is pertinent to women's legal empowerment because, in its report, the CLEP
emphasised that in many countries, laws designed to benefit the disadvantaged exist only on
paper and not in practice unless they or their allies advocate for their enforcement.>”> Since
Saudi women are still unable to participate in the economy on an equal footing with their male
counterparts, the country continues to work towards utilising all of its human resources for

economic prosperity. This has been enshrined in the Nitagat programme and the 2030 Vision

372 Dan Banik, ‘Legal Empowerment as a Conceptual and Operational Tool in Poverty Eradication’ (2009) 1
Hague Journal on the Rule of Law 117.
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country plan. In support of the recent Nitagat scheme to promote women’s employment, other
programmes supporting employment have been initiated, the most important were: Hafiz-
unemployment benefits, Tagat -job placement centres and Liga at - career fairs.>’® In 2013,
86% of the Hafiz programme's total beneficiaries were women in training, financial support
and assistance in funding jobs.>”* Although the programme has increased the number of women
in employment, the number remains low and not sustained compared with countries in the
region, necessitating an examination of the barriers. Accordingly, cultural barriers to women’s
employment, restrictions on women’s agency in accessing employment, and entrenched legal,
regulatory, and economic barriers must be addressed to increase women’s participation in the
economy. Socio-cultural restrictions and economic and legal aspects have been identified as
key themes contributing to the limited participation of women in MENA countries.>”> Women's
agency has also been examined and appears to be different in each of the MENA countries?’S,
arguably different in KSA, as the restriction on women’s employment is greater. Several

barriers will be presented here.

Several legal provisions on women’s work are considered barriers to Saudi women’s

employment. In 2020, Article 149 of the Labour Law was abolished.>”” The Article read:
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It is forbidden to employ women in dangerous and harmful occupations and jobs, and the
minister would specify the occupations and jobs considered dangerous or harmful and
would expose women to specific dangers or harms so as to prohibit their work in such jobs

or restrict them under special conditions.

The article served as an obstacle to women’s employment as it reinforces the cultural views
that certain jobs are unsuitable for women’s nature, insisting they should occupy roles deemed
appropriate for them. Before the article’s abolition, suitability was not clarified®’®, thereby
confining women to a limited range of work considered appropriate. Another provision is
Article 4 of the Labour Law, which states that, when implementing this Law, both employers
and workers shall adhere to the principles of Sharia.’”® This requirement poses challenges to
implement, as it is unclear which workplace laws comply with Sharia and what it entails for
working women.*® Critics argue that this article undermines the effectiveness of employment
opportunity provisions and restricts women’s access to job prospects.’8! Ambiguity underlies
the required practices under this article, as it is open to various interpretations. For example,
regarding gender segregation, the article could mandate it, designate a women's section within
institutions, as observed in public sectors, schools, and universities, or require only physical
partitions, walls, or separate offices. Gender segregation as a cultural practice connected to
religious values regarding women’s employment, even though it is upheld in public sectors,

private sectors have been unprepared to alter their workplace or lacked the necessary resources
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379 Article 4, KSA Labour Law, Issued by Royal Decree No. M/51 and Cabinet Decision No. 219 in 27/09/2005
and published in 28/10/2005.

380 B g, Claudia Eger, Thiemo Fetzer, Jennifer Peck, Saleh Alodayni, ‘Organizational, Economic or Cultural?
Firm-Side Barriers to Employing Women in Saudi Arabia’ (2022) 160 World Development 106058 “as cited in”
Jennifer Peck, ‘Working Women are Changing Saudi Arabia: Reforms Have Made the Economy More
Productive, Families More Resilient, and Saudis More Tolerant’ (2024) Foreign Affairs <
Https://Www.Foreignaffairs.Com/Saudi-Arabia/Working-Women-Are-Changing-Saudi-

Arabia?Check Logged In=1&Utm Medium=Promo_Email&Utm_Source=Lo_Flows&Utm_Campaign=Articl
e_Link&Utm_Term=Article Email&Utm_Content=20250713> accessed 13® July 2025.

381 Mohamed A. Ramady, The Saudi Arabian Economy: Policies, Achievements, and Challenges (2nd Ed. New
York: Springer 2010).



https://www.foreignaffairs.com/saudi-arabia/working-women-are-changing-saudi-arabia?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=article_link&utm_term=article_email&utm_content=20250713
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/saudi-arabia/working-women-are-changing-saudi-arabia?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=article_link&utm_term=article_email&utm_content=20250713
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/saudi-arabia/working-women-are-changing-saudi-arabia?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=article_link&utm_term=article_email&utm_content=20250713

113

to do so, thus opting to hire only males, making gender segregation a significant barrier to

women’s access to employment.

Moreover, Article 3 of the Labour Law states, ‘Work is the right of every citizen. No
one else may exercise such a right unless the conditions provided for in this Law are fulfilled.
All citizens are equal in the right to work.”*3? The article has been amended to emphasise the
equal rights of men and women to work, but it still needs stronger enforcement. Examples
include addressing the persisting difficulties for women to commute to work despite being
legally allowed to drive, being unable to accept a job without their guardian’s approval, as it is
enshrined in society and lastly, the ongoing segregated educational system that places women
in an inferior position in the labour market.?* Legislative efforts and government programmes
have sought to increase women's economic participation and create more jobs. However, this
has been done without addressing the constraints on women's participation in the labour
market.’8* Addressing the obstacles to women’s participation should have been the centre of
gender diversity efforts and practices. The debate over shifting cultural beliefs in KSA is
ongoing between conservatives who argue that women’s role in society is limited to family and
children, and those who call for greater inclusion of women in public life and employment.
Overall, it is essential to include the voices of Saudi women and to address their obstacles
through regulations and empowerment programmes. Legal changes are ongoing, and more
emphasis needs to be placed on procedures, clarity and implementation for the changes to be

effective.
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To include Saudi women’s voices, it is essential to analyse their agency and capacity to
make choices within the country's legal, institutional, and cultural contexts, as these appear to
be interrelated. Culturally, customary for Saudi women to act as active agents in supporting
their male counterparts and raising families, which constrains their employment opportunities.
Legally, the dominant masculine institutional structure pervading all aspects of life—
particularly in market and employment regulations—significantly shapes the conditions of the
labour market and determines how participation in the economy is established and sustained*®?;
both affect women’s agency differently. Regarding the relationship between culture and
institutions, institutional theories suggest that social behaviours, needs, and pressures give rise
to institutions that are responsive and adaptive to these norms.*%¢ Consequently, societal
behaviour tends to establish guidelines for social interactions, which, in turn, lead to the
formation of the institutional environment. The institution sets rules that reflect cultural values;
thus, those who are marginalised, empowered, included or excluded in society are reproduced

in the institutional power relations.

Power relations primarily concern gender; Gender Relations theories have consistently
highlighted the connection between masculinity and the institutional structure®®’, which
appears to serve men’s interests. The extent to which cultural values influence gender
employment practices is evident in KSA, illustrated by the segmented jobs, where women are

often assigned secondary roles, while high-skill jobs and primary positions are predominantly
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occupied by men. Even when women attain such roles, their agency remains significantly
limited compared to men's.’%® As a result, in KSA, cultural practices and institutional structures
profoundly affect women’s agency. The limitations placed on their agency are often justified
by beliefs and customs surrounding their nature, ‘that work options and choices are a natural
extension of women’s role in society as mothers and carers’.>® There is a prevailing belief that
women are naturally inclined toward certain occupations within the country. This phenomenon

39 who contend that women have an inherent

has been discussed by the Preference theorists
preference for specific types of labour market engagement. While this has proven applicable
in KSA, as will be shown later in the analysis, the factors that compel Saudi women to choose

these occupations must not be overlooked. Indeed, a key criticism of Preference theory is its

neglect of institutional rules and constraints.

Regarding agency, enhancing women's agency in Saudi Arabia is crucial, as family and
societal influences significantly shape their career choices from their university years onward.
Numerous studies have shown that families often influence their daughters’ major choices. For
instance, families may view a girl's choice of field as conflicting with cultural traditions, which
could require her to interact with men during or after her studies. Additionally, the necessity to
relocate to another city or country for education can also lead to family disapproval of certain
study programs.®*! Some local universities offer only specific subjects for women, and other
fields may be available only through scholarships for studying abroad. While family and

parents play a significant role in a woman's educational choices before marriage, her career
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decisions after marriage are often influenced by her spouse and children. Factors such as
commuting challenges, a lack of job specialisation in the family's city, and husbands'
disapproval of certain types of employment can hinder women from pursuing their careers after
graduating. Moreover, women's internal beliefs can limit their agency. For example, if they do
not view themselves as empowered members of the family, believe that they shouldn't be the
primary breadwinners, or feel that their employment could disrupt the family’s stability—
especially if it requires long commutes or relocation away from their husband's workplace—

they may be less inclined to pursue a career.’*?

Therefore, it can be asserted that family
pressures, societal perceptions, and women's self-perceptions significantly influence their

choices and restrict their agency in KSA.

Starting with MENA countries as the base for the discussion, it has been argued that
the institutions in such countries limit women’s participation in the economy because it is
deemed inappropriate for their roles and nature.>®* Even though women in the region are
advancing in their careers and participating more in the workforce, barriers to their
participation still exist. In KSA, initially, it should be highlighted that education has played a
significant role in increasing the number of women participating in the workforce. For instance,
after introducing new subject studies for women, the number of female graduates in
Engineering, Science, and Technology reached 34%—a figure that surpassed the USA (22%)
and matched Europe (34%) in 2021.3%* Furthermore, the percentage of Saudi women in the tech

industry stood at 28% at the end of 2021, surpassing the European average of 17.5%.3%
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Nonetheless, the primary issue is the disproportionate number of female graduates relative to
job opportunities. For example, in KSA, managerial positions held by women accounted for
only 7.6% in 2019, 3¢ and the number of women leaders in senior positions in the civil service
accounted for only 1.6%.%°7 The main factors contributing to these figures are that women exit
the labour market after marriage and childbirth. This conclusion has been reported after
observing a pattern in MENA countries, from The International Labour Convention (ILO) data,
comparing the number of women participating in the workforce as single and married.*®
Women in MENA are motivated to work by financial independence, personal development and
growth. Nonetheless, they face barriers due to limited support for achieving a work-life
balance, few opportunities for training and development from their employers, and inadequate
representation of women at senior levels.*® Employers’ focus on those barriers, along with
targeted support for employed mothers, would address the needs of women at any stage of their
lives and careers. In KSA, additional factors such as the absence of childcare facilities,
expensive transport, long commuting hours, low positions relative to qualifications, and low

women’s wages all play a role in discouraging women from participating in the economy.

Taking an example to analyse the effect of social attitudes on women’s agency and
employment based on the Nitagat programme. One of the claims of unemployed women in
KSA is that the Nitagat programme offered them low-status jobs that mismatched their
qualifications, with low wages in mixed-gender environments. They considered the working
offers they received unsuitable, thus the best choice for most of them was to decline.**® Nitagat

programme was designed by the Saudi Ministry of HRSD as an initiative to reserve certain

396 Pwc ‘MENA Women in Work Survey 2022: Young Women, Powerful Ambitions’ (n 394).
397 Global Government Forum: Women Leaders Index, ‘Report’ (2019-20) <
Https://Womenleadersindex.Com/Report-2019-20/ > accessed 19t May 2023.

398 Tbid

399 Tbid

400 Alfarran, Pyke and Stanton (n 375).



https://womenleadersindex.com/report-2019-20/

118

positions for Saudi nationals in the private sector. The rule applies to any organisation with six
or more employees.*’! It has positively stimulated Saudi women's participation in the economy
and steadily reduced their unemployment rate. However, it is essential to stress that the
existence of jobs will not improve women’s situations if those jobs are unacceptable and
unsuitable to women'’s skills and experiences. Perhaps more efforts are needed to align training
programmes with employers’ needs and maintain effective links between employers and the
programmes, so vacancies are continually updated and advertised in a timely manner.
Similarly, the programme should maintain strong connections with female job seekers to

facilitate positive change and ultimately secure suitable employment.*?

The Nitagat programme also highlights the advantages the private sector gains and the
benefits it receives from hiring women. For decades, public-sector jobs have been preferred by
Saudi women because they largely meet their needs and align more closely with the country's
cultural norms and beliefs. Nonetheless, the public sector’s positions are limited and not easily

attainable*?3

in contrast to the easily attainable jobs offered by the private sector, which are
mostly divergent from the cultural norms and are thus often rejected by Saudi women.*%4
Nonetheless, it is important to note that noticeable progress is underway in the private sector.
405.

In 2021, the number of women hired in the private sector was twice that in the public sector*™;

the total number of Saudi employees in the public sector was 1.55, while it was 2.14 in the
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private sector.*’® The trend seems to continue throughout the years, reflecting the advances
brought about by the Nitagat programme for private employers. This outcome is also a result
of the KSA's Vision 2030, which aims to increase the private sector's contribution to gross
domestic product by 65%. Statistics indicate that the private sector employs the highest number
of male and female Saudi nationals and is expected to attract more.**” This example of the
Nitagat programme concludes that the legal and social aspects of employment cannot be
separated. Legal reforms will provide limited benefits if they disregard social customs. Social
beliefs will continue to clash with developmental initiatives unless those initiatives are

specifically designed to alter or prepare society to accept and assimilate new laws.

In terms of economic barriers, oil dependency has hindered Saudi women's
employment. KSA’s economy is dominated by oil resources. As the largest oil exporter, with
16% of the world's proven oil reserves, the country derives 80% of its budget revenue and 90%
of its export earnings from the oil sector.**® Such heavy reliance on oil accounted for 26.9% of
female unemployment*?’; nonetheless, this effect can be mitigated. This is based on the fact
that the situation of Saudi women is comparable to that of their counterparts in neighbouring
Gulf countries, which are oil-rich and have a strongly patriarchal social structure. While Saudi
women face similar challenges in mobilising for their rights and achieving economic
advancement, women in some Gulf countries have overcome these obstacles more effectively.
This suggests that while oil exports act as a barrier, laws, norms, and institutions also play a

410

role*'?, so oil alone does not necessarily reduce women's participation in the labour force. In
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fact, economic development in oil-based countries should increase women's participation in
the economy.*!! It has been indicated that the use of quotas by political institutions increases
women's representation, whether in oil-rich or poorer countries, and that this correlates strongly
with women's labour force participation. In cases where quotas are not introduced, the negative
impact of oil on women's representation becomes more pronounced, as states may be less likely

to note female demands, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal structure.*!?

In addition to oil dependency, foreign labour dependency played a role in Saudi
women’s unemployment, private sectors were with only 7% of Saudi nationals of the
workforce in 2013,*!3 which led to a heavy change in policies such as deportation laws for
foreign workers and the introduction of the previously discussed Nitagaat scheme, the number
of Saudi nationals in the private force constituted 22.75% in 2021414, that continues to increase
constituting 11,572,408 nationals in 2024.#'> Such a size of the foreign labour force and their
competition in the market are realities that have costs for local employment, particularly for
Saudi women. Another economic barrier, as elaborated by feminists, is that countries'
economic growth is arbitrarily defined and measured, thereby disregarding the essential, often
invisible, contributions of women in driving such growth.*!® The concept of ‘economic

inactivity’ attributed to women encompasses vital contributions to the economy, such as their
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involvement in the production process of goods, through unpaid domestic labour that is
subsequently sold in the market, or in childcare, eldercare, or household management, which
are widely observed in KSA. Such activities, while crucial for sustaining the economic system,
remain invisible in conventional growth metrics and are excluded from the definition of
growth.*!7 Therefore, defining growth as the increase in the goods and services produced in a
country within a given year, restricted to those that can be bought and sold in the
marketplace*!®, is not only inadequate but also gender biased. This prompts a broader
discussion amongst feminists regarding how the patriarchal structure has impacted economic
policies and the interpretation of productivity, thus perpetuating gender inequality and

undermining women’s formal and informal economic participation.

The interrelationship between growth and patriarchy, and how imperative this is for
developing more inclusive economic policies, is recognised. Thus, incorporating the value of
women’s visible and invisible economic roles into growth measurements is needed. This leads
to a more holistic understanding of women’s economic participation and, ultimately, more
supportive legal empowerment policies. An insight derived from the discourse is Klasen’s
pathways, through which gender equality in access to resources contributes indirectly to
economic growth.*!” The first is a family-mediated pathway, whereby women invest resources
under their control in their children, such as through education, which leads to their future
economic participation.*?* The impact of women on economic growth in this situation will not
materialise until the children grow up and enter the workforce. The second is the market-

mediated pathway, where equal resource distribution maximises the productivity of human
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resources and accelerates market growth.*?! The impact of this pathway is likely to materialise
sooner. The reason is that equal allocation of resources reflects the distribution of individuals’
talent rather than gender norms, leading to increased productivity and economic growth.*?? The
first path could be argued to exist in KSA, and it is endeavouring to implement the second path.
Overall, the thesis posits that policies that acknowledge gender inequality in investment and
population growth indirectly affect economic growth and contribute to limitations on women’s

rights and empowerment in KSA.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter identified some of the main challenges that women’s
empowerment initiatives in KSA are expected to face. It explored women’s legal empowerment
in employment by examining the country's legal reforms, which are a good start but are
insufficient to encourage women to participate in the economy and should be accompanied by
further initiatives. It also examined the legal, cultural, and economic barriers faced by Saudi
women in their efforts to achieve empowerment. These barriers are intended to be considered
in the questionnaire used in the thesis to assess their presence in the daily lives of Saudi women.
Legal barriers range from the absence of clear regulations that distinguish among laws,
customs, and Sharia to implementation issues. Social barriers are also discussed, as the norms
and customs are interrelated with both women’s agency and the country’s institutions.
Women’s forms of agency and the institutions’ behaviour respond to and adapt to these norms,
creating significant barriers to women’s empowerment. Economic factors such as reliance upon

oil and growth definition were also considered. These barriers are examined using theories
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422 Kabeer (n 12).



123

supported by the questionnaire and data analysis. The next chapter presents the thesis's
theoretical and analytical framework, which distinguishes it from other studies by grounding
approaches to Saudi women’s legal empowerment in these theories. The theories help provide
a clear understanding of the KSA context and develop the most relevant legal empowerment
strategies for the country. The chapter is the contribution of this thesis, which makes the final

results and recommendations significant and promising.
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Chapter Five

Theoretical and Analytical framework for Women’s Legal Empowerment

in KSA

Introduction

Building on the previous chapters, which examined the context and the legal frameworks
related to women in KSA, clarifying their current position in terms of needs, strengths, and the
obstacles they face, this chapter details the thesis's unique theoretical contribution by
presenting the analytical framework that guides the interpretation of the empirical findings. It
integrates seemingly distinct theories into a combination that is theoretically unique and
valuable for changing Saudi women’s positions in employment. The framework integrates
Naila Kabeer’s empowerment theory, the CLEP’s legal empowerment approach, Islamic
feminism, and development theories applicable to the KSA context to provide a rigorous,
contextually grounded approach to examining Saudi women’s experiences in relation to
economic participation. Each of these theories offers distinctive analytical strengths: CLEP’s
legal empowerment elucidates the structural and institutional dimensions of reform; Kabeer’s
theory foregrounds women’s access to resources, agency and achievement of empowerment;
and Islamic feminist scholarship situates women’s choices and constraints within the cultural

and religious norms that shape everyday life in KSA.

Bringing together these theories’ perspectives creates a robust, multidimensional
analytical lens well suited to address the research questions. This approach not only enables
the thesis to move beyond descriptive accounts of policy change, but it also rather interrogates

how women encounter, negotiate, and utilise legal and economic reforms within a specific
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socio-religious context. Therefore, the interplay among law, agency, and cultural norms is
captured, which is very important for understanding Saudi women’s realities. By applying this
integrated framework to the empirical data, the thesis generates nuanced insights that neither
theory could achieve on its own, making it a clear contribution to the discourse. Crucially, this
chapter reflects on how the composite framework generates new knowledge. By integrating
legal empowerment theory with Kabeer’s conceptualisation of agency and the interpretive
principles of Islamic feminism, it offers an original analytical perspective that has not
previously been applied to women’s employment in the Saudi context. This allows the thesis
to illuminate how empowerment is constructed, constrained, and realised at the intersection of
law, gender, religion, and culture. Therefore, the work contributes not only to debates on
women’s empowerment in the Gulf region but also to broader scholarly discussions in feminist

legal theory, gender and development, and Islamic feminist studies.

The previous chapters outlined the historical, social, and economic formation of KSA and
identified the key barriers shaping women’s participation in the labour market. Among these,
patriarchy remains a central and persistent obstacle, one that global feminist and development
theories have long critiqued, but which continues to constrain women’s legal empowerment in
the Saudi context. Yet patriarchy is only one part of a wider constellation of challenges. Saudi
women’s empowerment is shaped by interlinked social, economic, cultural, and legal factors—
including deeply embedded norms, the legacy of oil dependency, and the often-blurred
boundaries between law, custom, and practice. These intersecting dynamics create everyday
barriers that are frequently overlooked in policies that claim to advance women’s rights.
Although recent reforms have increased women’s entry into the workforce, participation rates
remain comparatively low, suggesting that legal change has outpaced social transformation.

This underscores the need for an approach that recognises both the structural and normative
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constraints affecting women’s lives. Accordingly, this chapter brings together Kabeer’s
framework, gender and development perspectives, the CLEP model of legal empowerment and
Islamic feminist discourse to develop a comprehensive analytical lens. By integrating these
frameworks, the chapter proposes a contextually grounded and multidimensional strategy for
understanding—and advancing—the legal and economic empowerment of Saudi women. It
begins with feminist approaches to empowerment, focusing on Islamic feminism in KSA as a
core theoretical lens to the thesis. This is followed by Naila Kabeer’s feminist theory of agency
and its application to KSA. Next, it examines development theories relevant to women’s
empowerment in the Kingdom, followed by an analysis of the CLEP framework as a guiding
approach. The chapter concludes by emphasising the need to combine subjective empowerment
with objective empowerment initiatives to create effective, context-sensitive strategies for

empowering Saudi women both legally and practically.

5.1 Feminism Approaches and Application in KSA

Employing a culturally sensitive framework, such as Islamic feminism, is significant for
empowering Saudi women and promoting gender equity across all aspects of life, including the
workplace. #** This approach emphasises that dismantling patriarchy requires not only policy
change but also a transformation in societal mindsets—especially among women—so they can
actively engage in transforming patriarchal standards. This section begins with an overview of
feminism, its critique of patriarchy, and the emergence of Islamic feminism as a culturally

grounded approach to women’s legal empowerment in KSA. Feminism, defined as ‘a

423 Badran (n 96).
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424>

movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression***’, for the purposes of this thesis,

feminism is understood:

(A)phenomenon engaging with issues of women’s rights, women’s liberation, and gender
equality as part and parcel of the rights, liberation, and equality of all was constructed and

shaped concurrently by Muslims and others in the East and by Westerners in the late 19" and

early 20" centuries.*?>

This definition implies that feminist movements have been a force towards women’s
empowerment. It also suggests that characterising feminism as a Western phenomenon is
flawed; Western and Eastern feminisms coexisted, but the emergence of the latter was
overshadowed. Both met in the 20" century, when feminists from different parts of the world
attempted to cooperate at international meetings and conferences for women's rights.*?¢ The
phrase used to describe the rise of feminism in colonising Western nations is ‘imperial
feminism’, while ‘nationalist feminism’ refers to the development of feminism in Asia and

Africa, the East.*?’

Feminist movements are often described in waves. The first emerged in the late 19
and early 20" centuries, focusing on securing equal access and opportunities for women in
industrial Western society and liberal politics.*?8 The second wave of the 60s and 70s witnessed
feminists from various cultural backgrounds—including different races, ethnicities, classes,
and religions—unite to confront and eliminate gender-based oppression.*?® The third wave,

beginning in the 1990s, represents modern feminism that challenges conventional definitions
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of feminism and embraces a diversity of theories, ambiguities, politics, and personal
experiences that shape feminist beliefs.*® Such postmodern feminism, including Islamic
feminism, serves as a framework for deconstructing the ideologies and practices that
perpetuate gender inequities between women and men. It also critiques essentialist feminist
theories that overlook the differences among women related to factors such as age, race, class,

and sexual orientation.*!

Across all waves, feminism has consistently critiqued patriarchy. Radical feminism
perceives patriarchy as a system where men are the primary beneficiaries of women's
subordination. For them, male dominance is deeply rooted in culture through controlling
resources and women; consequently, enjoying greater social, political, economic privileges and
legal rights.**? While this thesis acknowledges the influence of cultural and social norms on
the preservation of patriarchy, it diverges from radical feminism by opposing its extreme
rejection of the natural distinctiveness between genders. Matrix feminism assumes that gender
inequality stems from capitalism, arguing that men’s domination over women results from
capitalist control over labour.**? This is also not supported by the thesis, as it is too narrow to
explain pre-capitalist and non-capitalist patriarchal societies, such as KSA. It fails to
sufficiently account for the existence of patriarchy before the discovery of oil in KSA or after

the advent of Islam.
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In the Middle East, Secular and Islamic feminism shaped the region. #** The former
emerged in the late 19" century through engagement with secular nationalism, Islamic
modernism, humanitarianism, human rights, and democracy. The latter, which arose in the 20™
century, has been based on a single, overarching religiously grounded discourse, taking the
Qur'an and the Sunnah as its references.**> At the time when the Middle East was experiencing
new national identities following the decline of the Ottoman Empire in the late 19" century,
the Islamic reform movement emerged in Egypt, led by Islamic modernists who called for the
revival of ijtihad to help people navigate the challenges of becoming modern Muslims.*3¢ Their
insight helped Muslim women to expose the patriarchal values imposed on them in the name
of religion. Nonetheless, patriarchal values and practices in the family and private sphere
proved more resistant to Islamic modernism than those in the public domain.*” With the rise
of women’s literacy and the advent of the printing press, women initiated a Secular feminism
discourse that became intertwined with religious reforms, Islamic modernism, and nationalist
discourse.**® The first wave of Secular feminists sought a regime with complementary gender
roles but viewed the patriarchal family unit as Islamic. The second wave challenged the concept
of patriarchy within families and aimed to reform laws that supported these patriarchal

practices, particularly family / Personal Status laws. 43°

In the final third of the 20™ century, a new group of urbanised, middle-class women

experiencing modernity—often with uneven access to opportunities and constrained by
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patriarchal cultural norms—found themselves drawn to Islamism and its critiques of state and
society.**? They contributed to a feminist discourse that moved beyond nationalists’ calls for
women’s liberation and the Islamic modernists’ focus on reforms to domestic life, away from
the public sphere.**! It is essential to note that both secular and Islamic feminism coincided
with the advent of new technology, which enabled the circulation of ideas and led to an
unprecedented production of Islamic feminist works.**? A new feminism, which seeks to assert
women’s rights based on a fresh interpretation of the Quran, has emerged to dismantle
patriarchal practices and activate women's rights. It provides a particularly significant lens for

analysing women’s empowerment in KSA.
y

In the KSA context, Islamic feminism is evident regardless of the label, and its impact
on Saudi women’s empowerment strategies is gradually becoming apparent, albeit indirectly.
Saudi women scholars and academics base their rights on Islamic principles, with their
education influencing their approaches.*** They address, in a balanced manner, issues faced by
women, such as workplace discrimination and educational challenges that hinder their progress
in life.*** This has been done while adhering to social norms and grounding their rights on the
Quran and Sunnah. They have been described as precedent-setters, respected for their
deference and admiration for their confidence in Islam.**> Nonetheless, they have adopted

careful language, making it difficult to associate them with particular schools, perhaps because
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they reject accusations of ties to foreign groups or an outside agenda.**® They deny labels of
feminists or secularists because they are often associated with Western projects.**’ Yet, due to
their literature, they could be identified as Islamic feminists. The survey responses in this thesis
clearly illustrate this phenomenon: participants were careful with their wording, distinguishing
between traditions and religion and advocating moderation in addressing women’s issues.
Perhaps patriarchy creates a complex position, influenced by cultural, economic, religious,
legal, and psychological factors, making it a sensitive and difficult topic to discuss without

being judged.

Sharia law in KAS is widely understood, by both scholars and judges, to guarantee
women’s economic rights; nonetheless, its practical application depends entirely on judicial
interpretation.**® Saudi Judges are predominantly male, Sharia School graduates with ultra-
conservative perspectives.**® They often lack exposure to women’s rights frameworks,
international law, or contemporary judicial practices. In the absence of codified law, they
interpret the Qur’an and Sumnah on a case-by-case basis, drawing on conservative
jurisprudence and cultural traditions that may reinforce patriarchal norms.*° Royal decrees
issued by the state do not bind judges, further limiting the impact of recent reforms on court
decisions. This legal structure makes dismantling patriarchy particularly challenging, as social
norms, education, and institutional practices collectively sustain male authority. Within this
context, introducing feminist knowledge—through higher education, legal training, or

professional development—becomes a crucial tool for transforming women’s empowerment
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in the workplace. Feminist frameworks offer critical methods for analysing how laws,
institutions, and cultural norms shape Saudi women’s experiences in both the public and private
spheres.*! They help identify structural barriers to women’s employment, clarify the social
dynamics that perpetuate inequality, and guide the development of strategies that raise
awareness and support more equitable decision-making.*>? By equipping judges, policymakers,
lawyers, and other professionals with these analytical tools, feminist perspectives can
contribute to a more informed and just interpretation of women’s rights within the Saudi legal

system.

Feminism identifies private patriarchy in familial matters and public patriarchy in
spheres such as education and politics, both of which affect women’s work in KSA.#* Within
the family, decisions about women’s workforce participation are often collective rather than
individual, reflecting the country’s strong familial orientation.*** Women’s primary
responsibility has traditionally been associated with caregiving and domestic work, which has
limited their perceived suitability for full-time employment. Feminism directly engages with
such private matters—often considered beyond the scope of state intervention—thereby
offering tools to strengthen legal protections and support women’s autonomy. In the public
sphere, women continue to be disadvantaged compared to men, facing fewer employment
opportunities and multiple structural barriers. Socially constructed gender roles have produced
a labour market in which men dominate participation, while women’s involvement remains

significantly lower.*> From a feminist perspective, this reflects how the economic system is
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organised to privilege men’s access to stable employment and mobility. Consequently, the
disparities observed are not the result of women’s individual choices, but the product of
gendered norms, organisational practices, and social expectations that constrain women’s

opportunities and shape their economic behaviour. 43¢

Feminism is not popular in KSA’s society, possibly due to its association with the West
and a lack of understanding of its ideology.**” A study on feminist perspectives and women’s
education challenges in KSA identified three segments of Saudi women: a small segment of
the elite, who are pro-Western feminists, emphasising Western experiences while ignoring the
needs of women from traditional religious backgrounds; the pro-Islamic group, which rejects
the push for equality based on religious beliefs, insisting on fair treatment without equality;
and the contemporary Islamic group, advocating for fairness over equality but sharing
scepticism towards pro-Western feminists.*® Since the majority of Saudi women are pro-
Islamic and facing patriarchy, they need to collaborate and advocate for their case. Islamic
feminism can amplify its voices to authorities for change by utilising available resources and
initiatives. For example, participation in the Shura — consultative - allows women to highlight
issues that were previously overlooked by their male counterparts in the council. Consulting
with Islamic feminists can strengthen their proposals and organise their framework, while
bearing in mind that women's current entry into the workforce and the overcoming of some

cultural barriers may not necessarily correlate with such consciousness.
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Feminism remains unpopular in KSA, largely due to its association with Western
ideology and limited public understanding of its principles. **° A study on feminist perspectives
among Saudi women identifies three broad groups: a small elite segment aligned with Western
feminist ideas; a dominant pro-Islamic group that rejects equality discourse on religious
grounds and instead emphasises fair treatment; and a contemporary Islamic group that also
prioritises fairness but is critical of Western feminist influence. *° Since most Saudi women
fall within the pro-Islamic spectrum and continue to confront patriarchal structures, their
empowerment requires collective advocacy grounded in culturally accepted frameworks.
Islamic feminism offers such a platform by articulating women’s rights through religious
discourse and by strengthening women’s ability to raise concerns through existing institutional
channels—such as participation in the Shura Council, where women can highlight issues that
have historically been overlooked by male members. This provides a culturally resonant
pathway for advancing women'’s legal and economic empowerment, even if increased labour

participation alone does not guarantee feminist consciousness.

5.1.1 Islamic Feminism as a Pathway for Transformative Change in KSA

Awareness of both feminism and Islamic feminism remains limited in KSA, as reflected
in this thesis’s survey findings, where women’s increased workforce participation and ability
to overcome certain barriers did not necessarily signal engagement with feminist ideas. Instead,
the responses linked these shifts to the state's legal reforms to dismantle patriarchy, consistent
with the literature.*¢! This highlights the need to complement policy reforms with greater

conceptual awareness of gender justice, grounded in Islamic discourse. Only then can social
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change move beyond compliance to cultivate genuine recognition of women’s rights. Work
segregation illustrates the challenges that arise when reforms advance faster than social
perceptions. Allocating women-only spaces is rooted in Saudi cultural norms, although some
women find a sense of comfort, it has its disadvantages regarding their career progression. It
reinforces traditional gender roles, sustains unequal division of labour, and caregiving
responsibilities to women. Such occupational segregation often confines women to specific
roles, marginalising them from leadership and decision-making positions. It also channels
women into low-paying jobs, suppressing wages and working conditions in female-dominated
sectors in KSA.*? This underscores the need for reforms informed by gender-aware

frameworks—Islamic feminism provides one such approach

Reforms aimed at increasing women's participation, but hindered by a lack of social
support and resources necessary for full implementation, have resulted in gender-specific
precarity.*s3 Starting with the 1995 Saudisation efforts, followed by the 2011 Nitagat
Programme and the Feminisation policy, and culminating in Vision 2030’s goal of increasing
women’s workforce participation to 30%, these initiatives have created clashes between
modern legal reforms and conservative, patriarchal traditions. Retail feminisation policies,
while intended to increase women’s employment within culturally acceptable frameworks,
often pushed them into unstable, low-wage jobs previously held by expatriates. It reinforced
stereotypes about women’s “appropriate” jobs and placed them in demanding conditions with
minimal benefits. Though Vision 2030 lifted some segregation requirements and introduced
gender-neutral spaces, resistance rooted in norms remains. Employers often preserve gendered

roles, placing women in socially acceptable but limited positions, such as cashiers or behind
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gender-specific counters.*64

These contradictions demonstrate the complex negotiation
between modern legal reforms and conservative patriarchal traditions to empower women, a

negotiation that Islamic feminism is well-positioned to address.

Subjective experience studies show that women in male-dominated environments are
more vulnerable to harassment.*5> This often stems from societal resistance to women entering
the workforce, leading to job or personal insecurity for men, rooted in the male breadwinner
model. Saudi men face social pressure to provide for extended families and meet costly marital
obligations, contributing to resentment expressed in discriminatory behaviours when women
are seen as benefiting from legal protections, thus reinforcing women’s precarity.*® In
response, Saudi women reported adopting coping mechanisms such as wearing the Hijab, veil,
dressing modestly, and forming informal support groups or sisterhoods as a means of
embracing feminist principles, although based on faulty ideas.**” Such actions suggest the
emergence of a feminist consciousness, reinforcing the argument for embracing Islamic

feminism as a strategy to articulate and legitimise women’s concerns in the workforce.

This study advocates for Islamic feminism in KSA, acknowledging its growing
relevance as feminist theories evolve to reflect diverse lived experiences. Islamic feminism
integrates Islamic teachings with feminist principles, offering an alternative to Western
feminism that often fails to account for the religious and cultural contexts of Muslim women.
This framework resonates with many in KSA, where Islam is viewed not only as a religion but

as a way of life. Consequently, women’s empowerment initiatives are more effective when
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rooted in Islamic values. Al-Dabbagh categorised group movements in KSA into liberal, right-
based, Islamic feminists, and conservatives*®®; although Islamic feminism has not developed
into a formal movement, it is evident in academia, and through various individual and
collective efforts, often informal, digital and at the social level, which are argued to have
achieved positive outcomes.*®® These efforts do not oppose religion, society, or culture; instead,
they reinterpret religious texts to contest patriarchal readings and practices. The term feminism
is rarely used or accepted in Saudi discourse. Yet, many women who advocate for gender

justice align with Islamic feminist ideals.*”

Moreover, the intersection of nationalism and gender in KSA influences women’s
experience. Saudi women are often perceived as carriers of national identity, responsible for
safeguarding cultural values and expected to uphold Islamic purity, national dignity, and
cultural heritage.*’! As a result, empowerment that appears to challenge social norms provokes

resistance;*’?

instead, empowerment usually occurs within traditional frameworks. For
example, women’s education and modest dress are encouraged as benefits to national integrity
and future society, while reforms granting women the right to drive, travel, and vote are
portrayed as national progress rather than feminist achievements. Such standpoints contrast
with Western feminism, which sees these links to tradition as patriarchal. Islamic feminism

helps reconcile this tension by framing women’s empowerment as compatible with national

progress and religious authenticity.
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Islamic feminists reinterpret the Quran and Sunna to promote justice and equity and
women’s being co-creators of laws, not just subjects to them.*’3 This aligns with Kabeer’s
theory of empowerment, emphasising meaningful participation. In KSA, recent reforms have
led to the emergence of two major groups of women. The first is liberal, advocating for freedom
without restrictions, and the second prioritises Islamic adherence when defining women’s

rights. 474

Both groups rely on government reforms to realise their visions and enhance
women’s participation in the public sphere, and both focus on gender-specific questions,
seeking to address them through reinterpretation of the Quran. Nonetheless, their intellectual
work rarely presents the broader picture of the application of Sharia.*’> Thus, while Islamic
feminist ideas exist in KSA, they do not always fit neatly within conventional definitions of
feminism or Islamic feminism. factors such as the rejection of specific labels, differing
interpretations of equity compared to mainstream feminists, the connection between
nationalism, religion, cultural beliefs, and family values, and ultimately, the various goals these
movements pursue, sets them apart from conventional feminist movements. Nonetheless, the
main argument of this thesis is that, regardless of the labels and approaches employed, these
initiatives set the base that Islam remains the sole legitimate source when discussing women's

social positions. They help challenge gender inequalities, expand women’s opportunities, and

promote women's empowerment.

Finally, a key contribution of Islamic feminism is its redefinition of agency, a concept
central to the KSA context. Unlike mainstream feminism, which equates agency with

unrestricted autonomy, Islamic feminism understands agency as the capacity to act within the

473 Amina Wadud, ‘Islam Beyond Patriarchy Through Gender Inclusive Qur’anic Analysis’ In Zainah Anwar
(Ed) Wanted: Equality and Justice in the Muslim Family (Musawah an Initiative of Sisters in Islam 2009) <
Https://Arabic.Musawah.Org/Sites/Default/Files/ WANTED-EN-2edition_0.Pdf > accessed 28t July 2025.
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boundaries of Islamic values, where decisions are made as an act of obedience to God rather
than submission to patriarchal authority. For instance, a woman who chooses the %ijab out of
conviction, without external pressure, exercises religious agency, whereas forced veiling
eliminates that agency. Islamic feminism adopts a broad definition of agency that includes both
obedience and resistance. Women may act within patriarchal structures, not necessarily to resist
them, but to reframe or subvert their meanings for personal or communal benefit; in this sense,
agency does not always stem from overt resistance but can emerge from “inhabiting norms”
and redefining them, as Mahmood stressed in her theory.*’® Another example she provides
is sabr (patience), in which enduring hardship without complaint is seen as a religious act. *”’
While she recognises sabr as a valid form of agency rooted in moral and spiritual strength*’8,
others contest it because it lacks political motivation or visible resistance, which is often seen

as essential in feminist discourse.*”?

Furthermore, Islamic feminism recognises that agency is not only women’s power to
reason and choose as independent, autonomous individuals despite their susceptibility to social
pressures and influences*’, but also about acting with ethical intentionality. Women may
comply with or contest social expectations, but both can constitute agency when rooted in
informed judgment and authentic belief. Lastly, an essential, often overlooked aspect of
agency is its beneficiaries. Islamic feminism asks not only who acts, but for whom.*3! Genuine
agency should not reinforce oppressive structures or serve those who seek to control and

marginalise women Should aim to reduce harm, promote justice, and support collective
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wellbeing. This perspective challenges universalised assumptions about liberation and
highlights that empowerment must be grounded in women’s lived realities, cultural contexts,
and spiritual commitments. For Saudi women, Islamic feminism provides a legitimate, socially
resonant framework for pursuing economic empowerment. Aligning initiatives with Islamic
values enhances their credibility, fosters wider acceptance, and strengthens efforts to address
structural inequalities in a culturally sustainable manner. Overall, Islamic feminism is essential
for understanding women’s empowerment needs in KSA and offers innovative strategies for
Saudi women’s legal empowerment, particularly when integrated with the upcoming sections

on Kabeer’s development and CLEP theories.

5.2 Naila Kabeer’s Approach and Application in KSA

Kabeer developed a conceptual model of the empowerment process that identifies
resources, agency, and achievements as interrelated dimensions crucial for understanding
empowerment.*8? According to her theory, empowerment occurs ‘when individuals and
organised groups can imagine their world differently and realise that vision by changing the
relations of power that have been keeping them in poverty’.*83 This assertion highlights the
transformative potential of empowerment, yet it also invites a critical examination of the three
dimensions. The first dimension, resources, includes material, human, and social assets
necessary for women to exercise their choices. Saudi women can acquire these resources from
their families, communities, or the market; they are distributed through various social

institutions and can take the form of actual allocations or future claims.*®* These resources

482 Kabeer (n 31); Kabeer (n 17).
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Brighton.
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encompass both tangible assets, such as financial or educational resources, and intangible
human and social resources, including norms and institutional opportunities. This point is
significant because norms and rules are essential resources for women’s legal empowerment;
they can grant an individual genuine authority over another regarding allocated resources and
how they may be utilised or exchanged.*®> For instance, in KSA, where the family is
patriarchal, the head of the family has the authority to decide how resources are distributed
within the family. Consequently, a woman’s ability to make choices is constrained because
access to resources depends on her family members. If the norm shifts to one in which the head
of the family supports women’s education and employment, or in which women are generally

empowered to choose to work, they will be empowered.

This model prompts a critical examination of the inherent limitations of Kabeer's
theory. First, it overlooks the influence of intangible resources, particularly societal norms,
which can often outweigh that of tangible resources. For Saudi women, these entrenched norms
continue to restrict access to job opportunities and education, regardless of what resources
might nominally be available. Ignoring these barriers hinders genuine legal empowerment;
identifying and dismantling them is a foundational first step. Second, the theory assumes that
opportunities are equally available to all, ignoring disparities based on region or socioeconomic
background, as in KSA. Without recognising such differences, efforts to implement laws that
enhance women’s rights risk being ineffective. Overall, while Kabeer’s emphasis on the
importance of resources is essential, it is essential to connect these resources to the structural
obstacles that hinder optimal resource allocation. By taking this comprehensive view, we can

better understand how agency, the second element of Kabeer’s theory, requires not just access

485 Naila Kabeer, ‘Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: A Critical Analysis of the Third Millennium
Development Goal’ (2005) 13 Gender and Development 1.
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to resources, but an understanding of the powerful socio-cultural forces that shape them. Only
by addressing these intertwined factors can policymakers craft legal empowerment strategies

that deliver true, transformative change for women in KSA.

Agency is the process of empowerment; it is the ability to define goals and act on them.
It refers not only to women’s actions but also to the motivations and purposes behind them.*8¢
Agency is the driving force behind Saudi women’s empowerment—the key to defining and
pursuing personal and collective goals in a society evolving amidst deep-rooted traditions. For
Saudi women, agency should embody the confidence and vision required to navigate and
reshape entrenched gender norms, making it crucial for progress in an environment where
societal and familial expectations can still hold significant influence. For Kabeer, acting as an
agent has both positive and negative meanings*®’; in the former, women who act as agents
invoke the Power to pursue their ambitions and assert their rights, despite opposition from
longstanding customs or resistance encountered in everyday life. This form of agency has been
vital for Saudi women as they engage with new professional, educational, and social
opportunities created by recent reforms. As to the latter, the agency must not contravene others’
rights—history has shown that Power over, or dominance, breeds division and undermines
community trust. This thesis does not advocate extracting power from others or imposing
dominance; instead, it emphasises the importance of constructive, coalition-based power.
Effective empowerment for Saudi women depends on mutual support, collaborative

opportunities, and building networks capable of challenging unfair structures from within.

486 Kabeer (n 31).
487 Kabeer (n 485).
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Moreover, Power Within is a form of power in which a person has a sense of worth and
self-knowledge;**® in this sense, Saudi women should recognise themselves, their
shortcomings, and their differences, enabling them to aspire to self-fulfilment and dignity. For
example, challenges arise when women internalise patriarchal norms as just or view their rights
as threats to their familial dependencies, ultimately inhibiting their empowerment due to a lack
of will or belief in their capabilities. 4*° This form of power is typically greatly amplified when
paired with Power With, the collective spirit formed by women supporting one another to break
down social injustices. In summary, when Saudi women acknowledge their Power Within and
act together to exercise Power With, they gain Power To act as agents. Cornwall added that
when women act together to eliminate injustices and inequalities, this becomes a Power For

positive social change.*”°

Kabeer’s theory has not explored agency in depth; while women’s agency can be legally
recognised, this does not guarantee that women can exercise it in practice. For instance,
although the law in KSA may have abolished guardianship, women may still face societal or
familial challenges when exercising this right. Kabeer's four dimensions of power are indeed
essential for fostering agency; however, they are not sufficient in isolation in the complex
sociocultural context of KSA. Additional support, such as cultural acceptance, structural
reforms, or institutional mechanisms, is needed to ensure that women can translate their
empowerment and agency into action. A significant challenge faced in this element analysis is
whether legal empowerment translates into actual agency and vice versa. The theory suggests
that women’s agency expands linearly with access to resources; however, this research

evidence indicates that this is not the case in KSA, where, despite access to resources, Saudi
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women's agency remains limited. The evidence from this research supports critiques of this
contention,*! that the theory overemphasises agency without adequately accounting for the
structural and systemic barriers and norms that hinder women's power. This thesis found that
although women’s legal empowerment and agency are related, they do not necessarily lead to
one another. Women may possess agency without being empowered and, conversely, may be
empowered without actively exercising their agency. Overall, this theory emphasises the
importance of structural and cultural factors in shaping women’s choices and achievements.
However, it tends to overemphasise agency while paying limited attention to state-driven
reforms, which are a key driver of women’s empowerment in KSA. The theory appears to align
more closely with grassroots-level needs and aims to create sustainable cultural change, which

is why the framework has been modified to include context-specific factors in KSA.

The final dimension of Kabeer’s theory of women’s empowerment is achievement.
While agency signifies women's ability to seize resources and opportunities and articulate their
goals, and take action towards them, achievement refers to the tangible realisation of those
goals. Achievement is the degree to which this potential—the life women aspire to lead—is
realised or falls short**?; women should be able to see the outcomes of their efforts. This thesis
aims to highlight the significance of achievement within the context of empowerment for Saudi
women. For it to suffice, the focus on developing strategies for Saudi women’s legal
empowerment must primarily centre on resources and agency as processes to attain
empowerment. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that, according to the theory, achievements are
measurable outcomes. Yet this assertion has been challenged by some scholars, who contend

that cultural and religious contexts can complicate the measurement of women’s

41 E.g. Kandiyoti (n 108); Andrea Cornwall & Althea-Maria Rivas, ‘From ‘Gender Equality and Women's
Empowerment’ To Global Justice: Reclaiming a Transformative Agenda for Gender and Development’ (2015)
36 Third World Quarterly 2.
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empowerment, especially when public expressions of agency may differ from private
experiences, as in KSA.*® This thesis concurs with this perspective, suggesting that societal
stigma and fears of cultural contradiction may obstruct an accurate evaluation of achievement
in KSA. Consequently, the study adopts a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and
quantitative data collection techniques to capture both measurable outcomes and the nuanced,
non-measurable personal narratives of Saudi women’s empowerment, thus striving for a
holistic understanding. Kabeer’s framework regarding achievement is promising as it accounts
for the qualitative aspects of empowerment alongside conventional indicators, such as
employment rates. Furthermore, the interrelatedness of the three dimensions—resources,
agency, and achievement—implies that changes in one dimension will inevitably influence the

others.

The reason for applying Kabeer’s theory in the context of KSA is that the thesis focuses
on understanding women’s personalities and needs, which facilitates identifying the most
suitable legal empowerment strategies to encourage Saudi women to seek employment.
Moreover, Kabeer’s theory emphasises agency, a central component of Saudi women’s
empowerment. In KSA, current resources for women include job opportunities, ongoing legal
reforms, women’s education, and strategies to promote self-awareness, all of which enable
agency. Kabeer explains the relationship between resources and agency, showing how they
work together to foster empowerment.*** She distinguishes between passive agency, which
exists when choices are limited, and active agency, which involves making deliberate choices
on the one hand, and agency as either effective—focused on fulfilling roles efficiently—or

transformative, which involves challenging and changing restrictive elements of those roles on

493 B.g. Margot Badran, Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious Convergences (Oneworld Publications 2009)
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the other hand.**> Women’s empowerment in KSA clearly requires both active and

transformative agency, enabling them to question and challenge patriarchal practices.

Moreover, the theory aligns with the Saudi context because it views empowerment
from women's perspectives, especially transformative agency that challenges inequality and
fosters an environment for questioning patriarchal norms. While it grants empowerment to
those denied choices, reflecting the reality for Saudi women regarding employment, it also
asserts that not all choices are equally relevant to power, as they differ in significance and
complexity in women's lives—an idea that applies empirically to KSA. Kabeer’s theory has its
limitations in terms of its inability to fully account for the sociolegal environment in KSA, such
as the patriarchal practices in both public and private spheres, which may either encourage or
hinder women’s abilities to make choices. This limitation underscores the need to integrate this
theory with the CLEP and developmental approaches to effectively address the challenges

faced by Saudi women.

Despite the theoretical underpinnings of Kabeer's hypothesis, it is imperative to
recognise that the empowerment of one woman may not necessarily catalyse the empowerment
of another, and a woman's empowerment in one aspect of her life may not seamlessly translate
into agency in other areas. Consequently, it is crucial to move beyond superficial measures
such as providing support or guidance, as grassroots organisations might offer. The theory is
more useful when it adopts a more holistic approach to understanding the relational dynamics
of power and positive change. Therefore, Cornwall's insights are integrated to underscore that
two essential levers are needed for Saudi women to enact meaningful transformation and

address the root causes of gender inequality. The first involves processes that produce shifts in

495 Tbid
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consciousness, while the second is engagement with culturally embedded, normative beliefs
and understandings of gender, power, and change.**® Thus, attention should be directed towards
Saudi women’s self-image, as well as the normative beliefs and perceptions they hold bout
themselves concerning subordination and dependency. Wrong beliefs must be overturned, and
the cultural and societal norms that perpetuate inequality ought to be challenged by the women
themselves. The aim of empowerment will not be realised unless transformative change occurs
across various spheres and sectors of society. For example, educational empowerment does not
necessarily lead to economic empowerment; there may be a need to change public perceptions
or implement legal reforms to enable Saudi women to participate more fully in the economy.
Similarly, women’s right to choose employment and to assert their rights in the workplace must

be recognised and upheld by women themselves and by society to enable their realisation.

The roles traditionally assigned to men and women—and expectations about what they
should or shouldn't do—must be reevaluated. Re-examining these roles means challenging
women's understanding of gender and social relations. Literature suggests this can be achieved
by creating spaces for women to share their experiences, which often reveal commonalities,
and by offering training that introduces alternative frameworks for viewing their lives.*’
Accordingly, cultivating a critical consciousness among Saudi women is paramount, alongside
providing them with the necessary resources, such as employment opportunities and legal
reforms, empowering them to act as agents. Their empowerment entails enabling them to
critically evaluate societal beliefs about both genders and use these insights to identify and

drive necessary changes; they play an active role in shaping this transformation.
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Finally, this section discusses Kabeer’s and Cornwall’s models of women's
empowerment and proposes their integration to achieve the best outcomes in KSA. Kabeer’s
theory incorporates resources, agency and achievement, while Cornwall’s describes
empowerment as ‘a process of changes in consciousness and collective power’.**® Both
scholars realised feminists’ consensus that empowerment is a process based on recognising
inequality, asserting a right, and working towards changing existing disparities.**® For

empowerment to be transformative, a reciprocal relationship between ‘self-understanding®®?’,

01> and access to and control over resources must

the capacity for ‘self-expression/ advocacy
exist. Both discussions underscore that empowerment cannot be granted to others; it must be
claimed and enacted by individuals. Women must internalise their entitlement to make
decisions and their capacity to influence their environment, with agency as the pivotal element
of empowerment. In sum, while Kabeer’s model provides a useful conceptual foundation for
analysing empowerment, its application in KSA requires adaptation to account for the powerful
influence of cultural norms, spatial dynamics, and the central role of state-led legal reforms.
Empowerment must therefore be understood as a process that integrates rights, social support,
and shifts in collective consciousness—rather than focusing solely on individual agency.

Incorporating development theories discussed in the second section helps to better understand

the current employment situation of Saudi women.
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5.3 Development Theories’ Approaches and Application in KSA

Development agencies have considered feminist theories to form women’s
empowerment strategies, particularly by analysing the relationship between patriarchal rules
and women’s choices and opportunities. Tackling women’s legal empowerment from a
development perspective requires recognising the interconnections between development,
patriarchy, and feminist theories. Development has the potential to disrupt the prevailing
patriarchal structure within households and society, ultimately leading to women’s
empowerment. Its theories utilise feminist perspectives to understand how patriarchal beliefs
and practices embedded in economic systems impact women’s rights, agency and access to
opportunities. Within the Saudi context, where patriarchal norms have historically influenced
women’s public and private roles, integrating these feminist-informed development approaches
provides essential guidance for designing strategies that effectively enhance women’s legal and
economic empowerment. Ultimately, development and women’s economic empowerment
have a reciprocal causal relationship; policymakers and scholars agree that women’s

empowerment assists development in countries.’*?

The strategies adopted by development agencies to improve women’s skills and
education, particularly those that encourage women to enhance these areas through feminist
consciousness-raising and collective action, play a key role in fostering development. Human
capital is central to development theories alongside physical capital. Human capital affects
family decisions about their children’s education, the investment in their education, the number

of children they have, and their willingness to involve them in economic activities. These
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aspects are critical because the more education women receive, the greater their chances of
participating in the economy. Such empowerment also positively impacts women’s agency in
their economic activities, including their ability to choose their employment sectors and modes
of employment, reject or resist poor employment, and make informed financial decisions. In
the KSA context, where women’s educational attainment has risen substantially, these
mechanisms are particularly relevant. Today, educated Saudi women increasingly influence
household financial decision-making and contribute to broader economic well-being,
demonstrating the mutually reinforcing relationship between women’s empowerment and

national development.

Debates about development and patriarchy emerged strongly in the 1970s among

practitioners focused on women’s issues.’%’

Dependency theorists argued for self-reliant
development strategies, while Radical feminists called for the elimination of the patriarchal
power structure, asserting that women can only develop if patriarchy is eliminated.>** Those
critiques contributed to the emergence of a new approach, Women and Development (WAD),
which diverged from the earlier Women in Development (WID) approach. WID originated
among development advocates as a result of the three waves of feminism. Although it had the
advantage of integrating women into the workforce, enhancing their productivity, encouraging
participation in public life, and addressing social and cultural inequalities, it faced criticism for

its limitations. It has been incapable of challenging gender stereotypes and male-dominated

structures of power>?; it failed to acknowledge women’s challenges in the private sphere, as it
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solely focuses on public sphere issues. Furthermore, it was based on Western assumptions

about women, predominantly.

In response to those critiques, development agencies, especially NGOs, sought an
alternative approach. WAD aimed to articulate the relationship between capitalism and
patriarchy. Global poverty and patriarchy concerns led the socialist feminists to appear and
make their contribution to WAD by focusing on economic, social and political realities and
providing their answers to women’s developmental problems. Thus, in KSA, considering
feminists’ perspectives on both women’s public and private issues, WID and WAD
developmental approaches and ways of dealing with the issues encountered are essential for
development agencies aiming to empower women economically. The Saudi context requires a
comprehensive approach that acknowledges the intersection of gender, economy, development,
and power dynamics to craft effective strategies that not only promote women’s participation
in the economy but also challenge the very structures that perpetuate inequality. The historical
evolution from WID to WAD reflects the broader struggle to move from inclusion to genuine

empowerment—a challenge that remains central in KSA’s development landscape.

Inglehart's Modernisation theory is employed in this thesis to analyse the economic
situation of women in KSA. The theory establishes two phases of development. The first is
Industrialisation, where education levels rise, and occupational specialisations emerge, leading
to a shift from traditional to rational or secular values. During this phase, women typically enter
the non-agricultural labour market and interact with the public domain; they start to prioritise
their own identities rather than feeling responsible for extended family members- a process that
gradually weakens patriarchal authority. This pattern resonates with many changes underway

in KSA, where increasing female participation in professional and technical fields reflects
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shifting social expectations and growing acceptance of women’s economic roles.’*® The second
phase, post-modernisation, is characterised by a transition from survival to self-expression
values, reduced authoritarian influence, loosened gender roles and significantly weakened
patriarchal structures.’®” Inglehart and Norris anticipate Muslim countries, including KSA, as

still far from reaching this stage.’%®

Hence, analysing KSA requires a focus on the first
modernisation phase, in which economic development catalyses social change while cultural
norms remain influential. Nonetheless, scholars, including Inglehart, excluded oil-producing
countries from their analysis at a particular stage due to their rentier characteristics and

governance structures.>” Later, application of the theory was suggested,’!? perhaps to show

that modernisation pathways may differ across contexts but share standard underlying drivers.

The Modernisation theory was criticised for prioritising economic factors while

I Tt was later revised to focus on both

neglecting cultural, social, and historical influences.”!
economic and cultural domains, stating that ‘economic development tends to push societies in
a common direction, but rather than converging, they seem to move on parallel trajectories
shaped by their cultural heritage’.’!? The theory also asserted that Islam is incompatible with
both democracy and gender equality, which was challenged by scholars who argue that
1,513

economic structures and political opportunities, and women’s agency, are more influentia

This thesis aligns with the view that economic development increases women’s labour market
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participation even in rentier states like KSA, but that additional factors may moderate this

effect.’14

KSA’s current transformation offers a distinctive testing ground for the theory by
linking economic progress to cultural change, suggesting that society undergoes cultural and
social change as the economy develops. KSA’s drive toward economic diversification, by
emphasising women’s participation in the workforce and moving away from oil dependency
toward innovation and service-oriented sectors, demonstrates this relationship. It necessitated
creating more opportunities for women and challenging existing social norms. This aligns with
the theory's claim that economic change catalyses a shift in gender roles and social dynamics.
Secondly, the theory highlights education as a key driver of economic growth. KSA’s
investment in women’s education is preparing highly skilled women to enter the workforce,
directly supporting the theory’s predictions that education leads to cultural change and
empowers women socially and economically. Furthermore, KSA’s plans, including legal
reforms, economic integration, and exposure to international norms through media, education,
and business, account for both organic and policy-driven pathways to change. This type of
change aligns with the modernisation theory. Ultimately, KSA stands as a distinctive case,
showcasing how a state-driven, oil-based economy with enduring cultural traditions navigates
rapid legal and social change. Modernisation theory offered an invaluable framework for
understanding and guiding women’s legal empowerment and economic participation within

this unique context.

Thus, while Modernisation theory illuminates important aspects of Saudi women’s

economic empowerment, its explanatory power is only partially applicable to KSA. KSA’s
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rentier dynamics reinforce traditional values and slow the pace of cultural change predicted by
the theory. Moreover, the deeply entrenched beliefs and values in KSA society moderate the
pace of change predicted by the theory. Thirdly, the theory assumes an organic transition from
the first Modernisation to the second post-modernisation phase, that economic development
leads to a cultural shift. In the case of KSA, the heavy legal reforms do not necessarily reflect
this transition. The empirical evidence obtained in the research clarifies the need to promote
women as agents of change, thereby helping to alter socioeconomic values, improve their
societal position, and contribute to the country’s development. The evidence also emphasises
that, due to the country’s unique rentier economy, state-led reforms, and strong cultural and
religious foundations, this theory must be combined with other theories, such as feminism to

fully understand the Saudi case.

In conclusion, development theories offer valuable insights into how patriarchal
structures operate and how feminist perspectives have shaped strategies to empower women in
the economic sphere. The evolution from WID to WAD demonstrates the growing recognition
that empowerment requires addressing both structural and cultural barriers. Modernisation
theory adds analytical depth by linking economic progress to social transformation, yet its
application to KSA must be nuanced and complemented by feminist theory to account for the
country’s unique rentier economy, state-led reforms, and cultural foundations. Taken together,
these approaches provide an integrated theoretical framework for understanding and designing

effective strategies to advance women'’s legal and economic empowerment in KSA.
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5.4 The CLEP’s Approach and Application in KSA

Building on Kabeer’s conceptualisation of strengthening women’s agency and on the
earlier discussion of feminist approaches, particularly Islamic feminism, which emphasises
justice, dignity, and equal economic participation. The CLEP offers a global development
framework that directly links law, exclusion, and poverty.>!> For this thesis, CLEP is examined
not as a universal prescription but as a repository of lessons that can be adapted to the Saudi
context to complement existing development strategies. Legal empowerment for the CLEP>!®
aimed to eliminate poverty; it examined poverty through the lens of those legally excluded
from the protection of the rule of law. It identified four pillars of legal empowerment: Access
to justice and the rule of law, Property rights, Business rights, and, most importantly to this
thesis, Labour rights. Those areas have typically been approached by organisations in a top-
down manner, identified as the ‘rule of law orthodoxy’ or the ‘trickle down approach®'”’, in
which resources are located in courts and the government’s legal institutions. An approach that,
although promising for improving institutional functioning and alleviating poverty, still yields
uneven results.’!® The Commission acknowledged new methods as promising for overcoming
the limitations of the rule-of-law orthodoxy, which collectively gave it credit for raising the
international profile of legal empowerment by emphasising the importance of directly using
the law to strengthen the poor.>!® It acknowledged that the marginalised have historically been
treated as passive beneficiaries of reform and proposed a shift by viewing them as partners in
social and economic transformation. This resonates with Kabeer’s emphasis on agency, as it

focuses on enabling individuals to recognise their rights, navigate institutions, and challenge

515 UN, Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (n 272).

516 The Commission on the Legal Empowerment of the Poor (n 10).

517 Golub (n 30).

518 Stephen Golub, ‘A House Without a Foundation’ In Thomas Carothers (Ed.) Promoting the Rule of Law
Abroad: The Search for Knowledge (Washington DC, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 2006) 105.
519 Golub (n 30).
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inequalities. The CLEP also deserves credit for placing legal empowerment on the development
map>2°, making it well-suited to integration with development theories, as this thesis suggests.
Yet, while CLEP’s contribution is significant, its framework has its shortcomings, several of
which are especially relevant when considering its application to Saudi women’s economic

empowerment.

Primarily, the CLEP asserts that the impoverishment of four billion people globally is
due to their exclusion from the rule of law.>?! This has been criticised as an unsubstantiated
claim, as Poverty is shaped by a complex web of social, economic, and cultural factors,
including social exclusion, inequalities, economic inefficiency, inadequate social services and
entitlement failures. °*? For Saudi women, this complexity is clear: legal reforms alone do not
automatically translate into increased participation if social norms, organisational practices, or
barriers to awareness remain. Another criticism is that the CLEP ignored previous research that
offered broader perspectives on legal empowerment. It had been employed by NGOs interested
in women’s rights, environmental protection and other causes before the CLEP’s
establishment, some of which were predominantly hindered by a lack of funding and support.>??
It would have been useful for the CELP, with its substantial funding, to consider the ideas they
proposed. Based on that, the thesis examined strategies similar to those introduced in KSA by
other countries in the region, with an eye to economic insights. A critical shortcoming of CLEP

524

is its minimal attention to gender,’** despite women comprising one of the world’s most

structurally disadvantaged. This represents a gap that this thesis addresses by focusing on Saudi
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women and tailoring legal empowerment strategies in conjunction with development and

feminist approaches for optimal outcomes.

Despite claiming to promote bottom-up empowerment, the CLEP relies heavily on
state-led reforms to empower the disadvantaged, and it also recommends that states develop
and implement legal empowerment strategies. The issue is that if some states were reluctant
about the old ‘law of orthodoxy’, what guarantees their satisfaction with legal empowerment?
This is crucial, as bottom-up legal empowerment initiatives can easily be redirected toward a
top-down approach by policies, norms, or societal structures. For KSA, where Vision 2030 has
generated extensive top-down reforms, CLEP’s experience underscores the need for
complementary bottom-up efforts, particularly empowering women with knowledge, voice,
and organisations that can represent their interests. Moreover, the CLEP exhibited an inordinate
faith that rational persuasion alone would compel the elite to set aside their self-interest for the
well-being of society, which proved challenging, and the Commission was unable to address
it.>>> There should be a balance between persuasion and reliance on legal approaches, since,
in many countries, laws and court orders are not consistently enforced. Lastly, the CLEP has
struggled to determine how to implement ambitious legal reforms effectively so they do not
remain merely theoretical; while legal empowerment leads to meaningful changes in the law,
their actual implementation and enforcement may remain only on paper in many instances.>°
This is highly relevant in KSA, where rapid legislative changes require consistent
implementation, monitoring, and awareness-building to ensure women can fully benefit from

them.

525 Matthew Stephens, 'The Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor: An Opportunity Missed' (2009) 1
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Although the CLEP, which began its work in 2005 and produced its last report in 2008,
faced several critiques, its work remains essential for understanding how legal empowerment
is linked to economic well-being, a link recognised by the World Bank, ADB, and UNDP. The

5270 _ag

significance of its idea lies in employing ‘diverse arrays of legal services for the poor
partners- incorporating legislative, judicial, regulatory and dispute-resolution mechanisms.

Drawing from the CLEP experience, this thesis identifies key lessons for shaping a legal

empowerment strategy for Saudi women in the economic sector.

First, the four selected pillars are not necessarily the most critical for structural
exclusion. This thesis contends that education, health, gender equality and violence rights-
though not strictly economic- have profound implications for legal empowerment. To
elaborate, one reason the disadvantaged are unable to access justice is their legal illiteracy,
which necessitates education as a pillar. Moreover, property rights that focus on creating
identity, belonging, and dignity among the disadvantaged are strongly linked to health; risks of
ill health can be linked to poor property conditions and low standards of living. Similarly, the
pillars of labour and business rights are closely linked to educational and health rights:
education helps secure better positions and advocate for change, while poor working
conditions, pollution, unfair access to employment, and inequality all negatively affect the
health of disadvantaged individuals. Thus, CLEP revealed the need to expand the four pillars
to address the full spectrum of barriers faced by Saudi women. This broader perspective aligns
with previously discussed development theories, which emphasise the interaction between
social structures and individual capabilities and Kabeer’s model and Islamic feminist insights

that empowerment must address structural, cultural, and interpretive barriers simultaneously.

527 Stephen Golub and Kim Mcquay, Legal Empowerment: Advancing Good Governance and Poverty
Reduction (Law And Policy Reform at the Asian Development Bank, Asian Development Bank 2001) <
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Moreover, the CLEP examined the four pillars from the perspective of assets and
income. In its report, De Soto framed the four pillars as the ‘livelihood of the poor>?®’.
However, legal empowerment can involve more than livelihood-oriented activities.’? such as
environmental issues that impact the health and dignity of the poor, even if their income
remains unaffected and the above-mentioned women’s rights against violence that can
represent a pillar of legal empowerment. Importantly, the CLEP asserted that legal
empowerment saves four billion people from poverty; nonetheless, it failed to consider gender

as a foundational aspect of legal empowerment.3°

Women face numerous legal challenges
and constitute half of humanity, and they are mostly among the disadvantaged. This thesis fills
this literature gap by focusing on women, calling for the creation of opportunities that enable
them to contribute more constructively to the productivity, growth, and development of their
country, the KSA, in this context.’*! Thirdly, the CLEP focuses too heavily on institutional
reform rather than the lived experiences of the poor. The most crucial question to pose in legal
empowerment should be, ‘What are the issues that matter most to the disadvantaged?’, for this
thesis ‘to Saudi women regarding their participation in the economy?’ rather than ‘What is

d532

wrong with the state’s institutions?’ as the CLEP has suggeste as it ultimately aimed to

create a world free of poverty and ‘not a world free of judicial delay3*’

. This bottom-up
orientation ensures that empowerment strategies reflect women’s practical needs, as
empowerment can begin within people themselves, in their homes, and in their communities,

outside governmental institutions. This would ultimately lead to demands to reform institutions

and to introduce, amend, or enforce laws. This approach aligns with the objective of this thesis,

528 The Commission on the Legal Empowerment of the Poor (n 10) 31.

529 Banik (n 372).

330 Golub (n 30).

331 Ibid; UN, ‘Gender Equality’ Global Issue < Https://Www.Un.Org/En/Global-Issues/Gender-Equality >
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to centre Saudi women’s own priorities, their concerns about economic participation, rather
than focusing solely on institutional shortcomings. Another lesson is that legal empowerment
depends as much on non-legal factors as on legal reforms. Legal change alone is insufficient
where social injustices, legal illiteracy, ineffective implementation, or institutional resistance
persist. CLEP’s experience shows that legal empowerment requires a broader set of tools,
consistent with Kabeer’s view, including legal education, capacity-building, community
engagement, participation in law-making processes, and support from civil society actors.’3*
Without these complementary measures, even well-designed legal reforms may fail to produce

meaningful change.

The CLEP’s project placed significant emphasis on legal reforms, overlooking the
social, political, and institutional dynamics that shape legal empowerment.’*> Although it
recognises the importance of non-legal factors, its strategies remain heavily centred on law-
making and judicial processes, which could disempower the disadvantaged. In practice,
reliance on judicial decisions alone is insufficient in many countries, as powerful entities may
not comply with court rulings or can easily disregard them.>*¢ Similarly, overemphasising legal
reforms is inadequate, particularly in the face of significant social injustices, ignorance of legal
norms, ineffective implementation and widespread legal illiteracy. Considering the above, one
could assert that reliance on the law is the position embraced by the rule-of-law orthodoxy,
which has faced significant criticism. Thus, in the context of KSA, the focus should be on
empowering women in various ways beyond mere dependence on the law, as in many

instances, particularly in labour sectors, the situations of the disadvantaged can improve

334 Rachael Knight, Legal Empowerment to Promote Legitimate Tenure Rights (Legal Brief 4. Rome, Food and
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without invoking the law.>3” Efforts in effective implementation, institutional capacity, and
shifts in societal attitudes, workplace culture, social support systems, and political commitment
to women’s economic inclusion lead to positive outcomes. While well-designed laws are an
essential component of legal empowerment, their impact depends on public awareness,
administrative enforcement, and the willingness of powerful actors to comply. Without these

elements, even the most ambitious reforms risk remaining symbolic rather than substantive.

Besides the lesson learnt that legal empowerment in KSA is most effective when legal
reform operates alongside social, economic, and institutional strategies, another key lesson is
that legal reform without effective implementation has little impact.>** Even the strongest laws
fail to benefit the disadvantaged when enforcement is weak or when the institutions responsible
for administering them are inefficient, corrupt, or dominated by elite interests. CLEP also
underscores the need to reform public institutions and legal education where existing structures
exclude rather than empower the poor>*”; nevertheless, it offers limited guidance on how to
achieve and effectively implement these reforms. Finally, CLEP highlights the vital role that
national NGOs and civil society groups can play in legal empowerment, due to their proximity
to communities and their ability to build trust. They should be utilised to strengthen women’s
legal and advocacy capacities and to provide them with legal services.>*® Although civil society
in KSA operates within a regulated framework, women’s associations, business councils,
university centres, and professional organisations are increasingly active and can play a similar
bridging role. By acknowledging the multidisciplinary nature of legal empowerment, the thesis
recognises that it is not solely the responsibility of lawyers. Economists, educators, healthcare

professionals, and community leaders can all contribute to legal empowerment by expanding
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Saudi women’s capabilities and opportunities. This builds on CLEP’s efforts to persuade those

in power to legally empower the disadvantaged.

In summary, this section has outlined the CLEP’s recognition of the connection
between law and social exclusion and highlighted the lessons most relevant to the Saudi
context. Beyond CLEP’s four pillars, the Saudi case underscores the importance of education,
health, and gender empowerment as core elements of legal empowerment. The focus must
centre on women’s own priorities and agency, rather than on institutions alone. Legal and non-
legal factors must operate together, and legal reform must be accompanied by effective
implementation to have a meaningful impact. Additionally, non-state actors play a vital role,
as legal empowerment extends far beyond lawyers' work. While engaging elites can be useful,
genuine empowerment requires a bottom-up approach. Above all, legal empowerment is a
long-term, evolving process, not an immediate outcome. CLEP’s contribution lies in offering
a flexible, multidimensional framework rather than a prescriptive model. When its insights are
combined with Kabeer’s theory’s focus on capabilities and structural transformation, and
Islamic feminist principles of justice, dignity, and equitable participation, a robust foundation
emerges for shaping legal empowerment strategies for Saudi women. In a context where
women’s participation in the labour market and entrepreneurial sphere continues to expand, the
aim is not simply to grant rights on paper but to provide women with the knowledge, voice,
identity, and agency needed to exercise those rights fully. Legal empowerment thus becomes
both a development approach and a pathway to gender justice, aligning with the aims of this
thesis. This also prepares the ground for the following section, which argues that women’s
legal empowerment in KSA must incorporate both objective and subjective dimensions to

reflect the context's uniqueness.
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5.5 Conclusion: Subjective Legal Empowerment

It is crucial to note that women’s legal empowerment encompasses an internal process
that involves women believing in their abilities to resolve issues and make informed decisions,
and external strategies that relate to their capacity to implement and express the knowledge,
information, skills, and capabilities acquired during the empowerment process.’*! While
objective legal empowerment focuses on the existence of laws, institutions, and support
mechanisms, subjective legal empowerment concerns how women perceive their ability to act,
solve legal problems, and make meaningful choices. Both dimensions are interdependent:
effective strategies, legal reforms, accessible services, and supportive environments build
women’s confidence, while women’s confidence determines whether they will use the law to
protect their rights. >*? In the Saudi context, where rapid change is underway, subjective legal
empowerment is especially critical. When legal reforms are properly implemented,
communicated, and aligned with cultural values, they strengthen women’s belief in their
capacity to rely on the law. Conversely, inconsistent enforcement, weak institutional
performance, or lack of awareness erodes confidence, even when strong laws exist. Initiatives
such as legal education programmes, legal aid centres, and accessible support services therefore

play a dual role: they provide knowledge while simultaneously reinforcing self-efficacy.

Bandura’s theory of ‘self-efficacy’ supports this contention. It focuses on self-

confidence; the belief that a person can take the necessary steps to achieve a specific goal.>*

Self-efficacy shapes how individuals confront problems and the choices they make to resolve

541 Ruth Parsons, ‘Empowerment for Role Alternatives for Low Income Minority Girls: A Group Work
Approach. Social Work with Groups’ (1988) 11 Social Work with Groups 4.

542 Albert Bandura, Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control (New York: W.H. Freeman 1997).
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them. This inner strength is shaped by external strategies that can enhances this confidence,
making them more likely to address their challenges.>** Subjective legal empowerment reflects
women’s state of mind, their belief in themselves and their ability to solve legal problems.
While this mindset is necessary, it is essential to approach confidence with caution. Several
studies have shown that overconfidence can negatively impact performance#; this confidence

or ‘perceived self-efficacy”4®’

must be accompanied by the skills and strategies necessary to
act effectively. Overconfidence without the required competence can undermine
outcomes. Therefore, building subjective legal empowerment in KSA should begin with
assessing women’s existing self-efficacy and developing their practical skills through
education, training, and ongoing support. This ensures that women not only feel capable but
are genuinely equipped to act as agents in their own lives. Subjective legal empowerment is a
state of mind that is measurable and observable at the individual, group, and societal levels; its
measurement can be used to assess and compare the impact of different legal interventions.>*
In KSA, the extent to which Saudi women independently use courts, labour offices, or Ministry
of Justice platforms indicates how empowered they feel. Moreover, subjective legal
empowerment is connected to women’s ‘power’. Although the root ‘power’ of legal
empowerment has been contested, it remains a crucial element for this study. According to
Kabeer, for an individual to be empowered, they must first be disempowered. Golub
emphasises that the distribution of power is significant; for instance, women experiencing
domestic violence are less likely to address their problems if they believe the other party holds

more power. This situation is analogous to that of employees whose rights have been violated

or who have been unfairly dismissed—they are less likely to seek justice when they perceive a
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significant power imbalance and a lack of support. Thus, power dynamics are important, even
within the rule-of-law orthodoxy; access to legal aid, justice, and resources is intended to
address this imbalance between the disadvantaged and the elite. An empowered person is the
‘one who sees his or her position in an important relationship as not less powerful than the
position of the other party’>*%. Subjective legal empowerment, therefore, involves women
viewing themselves as equals to the other party when navigating the resolution of their

problems.

The significance of examining subjective legal empowerment lies in understanding how
it can be feasibly measured. An individual's sense of power can be reduced or enhanced
depending on various factors, including time and place. For example, economic changes may
affect the relationship between employees and employers. Similarly, a change in location, such
as relocating to another country, can affect a person's sense of empowerment. Likewise, a
change in a woman's income, such as getting a job and contributing to the household, is likely
to alter family relationships, potentially leading to her involvement in family decisions. To be
subjectively empowered, a woman, whether as a worker or a family member facing a problem,
may not know her legal rights, but she would be committed to exploring her options and taking
action to improve or change her situation.”* In contrast, objective legal empowerment refers
to the existence of organisations and institutions that provide the strategies necessary to
empower the disadvantaged. While these organisations may aim to effect change, they may not
achieve significant results for the target groups, who might still feel disempowered despite the
organisations’ efforts. Consequently, legal empowerment can be assessed both subjectively and
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objectively and because subjective empowerment is task-specific>>, assessing Saudi women’s
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perceived ability to address workplace legal issues provides crucial insight into their actual

empowerment.

In conclusion, by discussing the meaning and importance of subjective legal
empowerment to be recognised alongside objective legal empowerment in improving women's
employment situation in KSA, and drawing on Kabeer, Cornwall, development theory, and
Islamic feminist principles, this chapter developed a framework appropriate for the Saudi
context. Kabeer’s emphasis on resources, agency, and achievements—combined with
Cornwall’s insights on self-awareness and collective power—provides a foundation for
understanding how women navigate constraints. Feminists and Islamic feminists also capture
specific dimensions of women’s empowerment and integrate lessons from CLEP. Overall, the
chapter highlights how women must first feel confident, capable, and supported before
objective strategies can take full effect. The discussed theories provide the foundation for a
contextualised, gender-sensitive KSA legal empowerment approach that is both objective and
subjective, supporting women’s agency within the employment sector. The upcoming chapters
cover the thesis methodology, followed by the data and outcomes presented in consecutive

chapters.
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Chapter Six
Methodology

Introduction

The previous chapters provided the context of KSA, the issues, constraints, and
solutions suggested by the literature and the country to empower women in employment. They
proposed legal empowerment as a strategy to enhance the economic participation of Saudi
women, setting the stage for this study from background to scope and structure. This chapter
outlines the thesis's methodology, the primary data collection and analysis design that will
support its objective, and the presentation of the findings. An empirical research design was
carefully chosen to meet the thesis’s objectives, incorporating both positivist and interpretivist
research philosophies and both deductive and inductive approaches. This methodological blend
was crucial for a comprehensive examination of the societal context in KSA, providing insights
into how Saudi women make their decisions and participate in the economy. The study offers
extensive, in-depth insights into women’s access to and barriers to employment, making it the
first empirical study in this context. The survey’s quantitative, closed-ended questions enabled
the collection of substantial, valid, reliable, and unambiguous information that can be
generalised through numerical data analysis.>! Conversely, the qualitative open-ended
questions, through direct observation and interaction with the participants, provided a deeper
understanding of the reasons behind Saudi women’s low participation in the workforce,
uncovering the underlying social dynamics that contextualise the quantitative findings. This
mixed-methods approach was adopted to ensure that each method enhances the other, creating

a robust framework for analysis and effectively addressing the research questions. By

551 John W. Creswell, Research Design Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches (Third
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integrating mixed methods, the study was able to collect stronger evidence and emphasise
participants’ views more effectively. Some barriers and influences affecting Saudi women's
decisions could only be identified through this mixed-method approach, as relying on a single
method would not yield the granular results sought due to the subject's sensitivity among
Saudis. Overall, this integration strengthened the study beyond what qualitative or quantitative

research could achieve independently.?

The primary data were collected through survey questionnaires distributed to Saudi
nationals in KSA. Content analysis was chosen as the ideal tool for this research because it
effectively describes individuals' psychological states, identifies their intentions, focus, and
communication, and analyses open-ended questions to complement quantitative data.’>
Several studies have successfully adopted this approach for similar purposes.®>* This research
aims to extract cultural insights from KSA’s society, understand human thoughts, and analyse
the use of language in the context of women at work in KSA. These methodological choices
address the scarcity of qualitative research on Saudi women in the economy, assess the impact
of legal reforms on their situation, and evaluate the effectiveness of feminist and developmental
approaches in leading to their legal empowerment in the economic sector. This chapter begins
by explaining the rationale for selecting the data collection methods and design, outlining the
research paradigm, type, and methodology employed to address the research question. It details

the techniques and tools for data collection regarding construction, sampling, timing, and the

questionnaire’s structure and questions. The chapter also focuses on data analysis techniques,
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discusses the pilot study's validity and reliability, and concludes by examining the study's

ethical considerations and methodological limitations.

6.1 Research Purpose, Design and Paradigm

This research aims to identify the barriers to women’s participation in the KSA economy,
incorporating cultural, economic, social, and legal factors identified in the literature review
chapters. This section outlines a structured approach to the study, with planning and execution
of each component. To effectively address its objectives, the research employs a survey-based
method to gather insights from a diverse sample of Saudi nationals, ensuring a broad range of
perspectives on the challenges women face in the workforce. The survey is designed to align
with the research purpose, facilitating both content and statistical analysis, data extraction and
objective conclusions. A coherent set of procedures consistent with Bryman’s framework is
followed>, ensuring a clear structure for the chosen mixed-methods strategy. This thesis aims
to identify barriers to Saudi women’s employment and factors influencing their agency and
decision-making. It also recommends legal empowerment strategies to enhance women's
economic participation in alignment with local social and religious values; thus, it fulfils
Bryman’s first dimension by establishing causal connections between these variables. The
second dimension is addressed as findings can be generalised to the broader context of Saudi
women in the labour market, aided by structured survey responses. Additionally, focusing on
the unique social context of the KSA meets the third dimension, deepening insights into the
employment challenges and opportunities for women. Lastly, temporal changes are tracked
through survey questions, allowing for an understanding of evolving social phenomena and

their interconnections, thus fulfilling Bryman’s final research design function.

555 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (4th Ed. Oxford University Press 2012).
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The framework also provides a robust theoretical and practical foundation by linking
Kabeer’s theory of agency, Inglehart’s modernisation theory, and self-efficacy theory to the
study’s outcomes. It also highlights the research's reliability and validity, ensuring data
accuracy through structured qualitative and quantitative methods and careful sampling
strategies. Moreover, ethical considerations, including participant consent and confidentiality,
were strictly adhered to maintain transparency. By adopting a pragmatic philosophical
approach, the design focuses on identifying effective empowerment strategies for women in
KSA, acknowledging the unique cultural, social, and legal challenges they face, which may
differ from those faced by other populations. It allows for a comprehensive examination of
barriers and opportunities in the labour market, which is essential for drawing valid conclusions

about women’s legal empowerment strategies.

The research design, illustrated in the table below, is organised into two stages. The first
involves a quantitative study that focuses on participant numbers and percentages, as well as
their perspectives on specific employment areas through closed-ended questions. The second
stage utilises open-ended questions to elicit participants' views, experiences, and understanding
of the social context related to the subject. The research setting is the KSA, a location where
the phenomenon is frequently observed, with the expectation that participants have experience
regarding Saudi women and employment. This approach is chosen to uncover the factors that
encourage or hinder women'’s participation in the economy and to comprehend their views and

aspirations regarding employment.

Table. 3 _
Aspect Approach
Paradigm Pragmatism

Approach Qualitative and quantitative
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Methodology Mixed method

Tools of collecting data Questionnaire survey

Participants Saudis in KSA

Method of analysis Content analysis (SPSS), value allocation
(Excel)

During the design phase of the research, limitations were acknowledged, particularly
regarding the sensitive nature of legal empowerment in KSA, especially as it relates to gender
issues. This sensitivity presents challenges for researchers>*¢, contributing to the limited body
of work on Saudi women's employment. In light of this, the data collection approach was
adapted to encourage participation; questions were framed as neutral and general, avoiding

557

legal jargon and culturally sensitive examples.”’ This strategy aimed to mitigate potential

social desirability bias, in which participants might provide socially acceptable answers rather

than their genuine opinions. >

The questions focused on women’s confidence, adaptability,
and decision-making abilities, which are crucial to understanding the practical legal
empowerment needs of Saudi women. However, this broad approach may have led to less
specific responses, which could limit insight into certain legal and cultural barriers. Despite

these challenges, open-ended questions were included to capture more nuanced perspectives,

and the comment sections helped compensate for these limitations.

The study's participant pool was limited due to time constraints, yet the findings are
considered indicative of broader Saudi views and experiences. Moreover, the mixed-methods

approach provides a balance between the depth and breadth of data. However, it’s essential to
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acknowledge that qualitative questions may not fully capture the diversity of experiences
among Saudi women, given the limited sample size across various regions, age groups, and
socioeconomic backgrounds. This is a standard limitation of qualitative research: it cannot
generalise findings to broader populations as confidently as quantitative analyses. >
Nonetheless, the mixed-method approach allows qualitative methods to enhance quantitative
ones, compensating for each other's limitations. This method, along with triangulation,
provides a more robust knowledge base for legal empowerment research than any single data-
collection method.>® Finally, while the mixed-methods approach provides comprehensive
analysis, it is certainly more complex to design and execute than a singular method. It requires
additional time, resources, and expertise to collect and analyse the data.>®! Overall, despite the
limitations noted above, this thesis offers valuable insights into the barriers to women's
economic participation in KSA, contributing to discussions on legal empowerment and gender

equality in the region. The findings are expected to be highly significant given the scarcity and

lack of comparable research on this topic in KSA.

The three main research paradigms are Positivism, Constructivism/Interpretivism, and
Pragmatism. This research adopts a pragmatic perspective, in contrast to positivism, which
views the social world as governed by natural laws and seeks objective truth through

quantitative methods, such as experiments and surveys.>®?

Positivist analysis is deductive,
starting with a hypothesis that is confirmed or refuted by observation. In contrast,

constructivism emphasises subjective realities shaped by participants’ perspectives, with

researchers actively engaging with them. Constructivists adopt a relativistic ontological stance,
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acknowledging that culture and experiences influence observed reality, leading to varied
conclusions. They employ qualitative methods, such as interviews and case studies, deriving

theories inductively from the data.’

The employed pragmatic paradigm prioritises actions and situations over prior

364 Pragmatism

conditions, allowing for a flexible approach to research problems.
acknowledges multiple realities, enabling both subjective and objective epistemologies, and it
does not restrict itself to a single methodology. Instead, it encourages the use of various
methods suited to the research objectives, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative
approaches to address the complexities of the social phenomenon.’®®> This approach is
particularly relevant for exploring the social dynamics behind women's low participation in the
economy in KSA. Pragmatism is particularly suitable for this research for several reasons. It
emphasises the provision of practical solutions, aiming not only to identify barriers to women's
employment but also to recommend strategies for legal empowerment that encourage economic
participation. Additionally, the use of mixed methods aligns with pragmatism's flexibility, as
it combines quantitative data on women's participation with qualitative data to interpret their
experiences through a single tool: the survey questionnaire. This approach is ideal for

extracting both types of data, given the nature of this research, which overcomes the limitations

of traditional qualitative methods. Pragmatists use the best available tools to answer research

563 Egon G. Guba & Yvonna S. Lincoln, ‘Paradigmatic Controversies, Contradictions, and Emerging
Confluences’ in Norman K. Denzin & Yvonna S. Lincoln (Eds.) The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research
(3rd Ed, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 2005); Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion & Keith Morrison, Research
Methods in Education (6th Ed. New York: Routledge 2007).

564 Gretchen Rossman & Bruce Wilson, ‘Numbers and Words: Combining Quantitative and Qualitative Methods
in a Single Large-Scale Evaluation Study’ (1985) 9 Evaluation Review 5; Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative
Research and Evaluation Methods (3rd Ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 2002).

365 E.g. John W. Creswell, Research Design Qualitative, Quantitative, And Mixed Methods Approaches (Fourth
Edition. Sage 2014); Cleo Cherryholmes, ‘Notes on Pragmatism and Scientific Realism’ (1992) 21 American
Educational Research Association 6; David Morgan, ‘Paradigms Lost and Pragmatism Regained:
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questions, regardless of methodological tradition. Furthermore, pragmatism is outcome-
oriented, making it particularly suitable for this research, which aims to provide actionable

recommendations.

To be more specific, the research adopts a pragmatic, interpretive framework,
employing mixed methods to provide a holistic understanding of women’s participation in the
Saudi economy and to offer actionable recommendations for enhancing their involvement.
Some limitations of the pragmatic paradigm were experienced, starting with the time required
to prepare, conduct the study and interpret the results; compared to traditional paradigms. Some
of the data were difficult to interpret and reconcile with other questions, and some participants
provided conflicting views. Nonetheless, its advantage is apparent due to the nature of the study
and the sample group the research dealt with; the study had to shift from its original direction
of a qualitative interpretive study to pragmatism to overcome the limitations of traditional
methods, including issues of consent for interviews and voice recording, and focus more on the

outcome. The methodology utilised is discussed next.

6.2 Methodological Approach and Strategy

This thesis adopts a mixed-methods strategy, a concurrent non-experimental design, in
which quantitative and qualitative data are combined to provide a comprehensive analysis of
the research problem.>®¢ This approach was chosen based on the nature of the research problem,
the issues confronted, and the target audience. A combination of open-ended and closed-ended
questions was formulated in a questionnaire to overcome cultural and institutional barriers to

implementing large-scale qualitative data, allowing for the simultaneous collection of data

366 Creswell (n 551).
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through a single tool. This strategy is practical given the topic's sensitivity, which requires
discretion and careful data collection. The questionnaire helped alleviate the pressure of face-
to-face interviews, putting participants at ease. Ultimately, the required sample was obtained,
data were collected, and the tool effectively fulfilled the study’s purpose.

367 each with

Commonly, sociolegal research employs various single-method approaches
its own strengths and weaknesses. Some argue that qualitative data collection methods are
superior at capturing contextual complexities, particularly the impact of legal empowerment
interventions on people's lives. However, the mixed-methods approach provides a more
comprehensive understanding based on research that maps evidence on legal empowerment

studies.>%8

Among the advantages of this approach is that it enabled the collection of a
substantial amount of information using a single tool, making it easier to obtain participants’
consent than with interviews. Moreover, participants appeared more comfortable in their
responses, and any limited data were effectively supplemented by subsequent clarifications in
the open-ended questions. The pragmatic paradigm enabled testing of feminist theories of
agency and developmental strategies for women’s legal empowerment through a questionnaire
survey that examined relationships among variables, using statistical tools in a quantitative
approach. It also seeks to understand and explore the meanings participants ascribe to social
phenomena and human issues, mainly the nature of patriarchal practices in KSA and why they
exist, the economic dynamics between women and their families, and women’s limited

participation in the workforce.>®® This technique of employing open-ended questions facilitates

discourse and encourages a free flow of information while remaining focused on the research

567 E.g. Alfarasani and Mohammad (n 238).
368 Goodwin and Maru (n 3).
369 Creswell (n 566).
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questions.’’® Tt also allows for in-depth investigation of the phenomenon and detailed

individual perspectives and experiences on the matter.

Regarding the research method, women’s empowerment has been measured, quantified,
and described in various ways, depending on the nature of the research topic.’”! Questionnaires
are among the most common methods widely valued in the field of legal empowerment>’? as
they are economical and efficient in terms of time, resources, and effort. Some studies have
combined face-to-face interviews with questionnaires and secondary data to measure women’s
empowerment in developing countries®”®, but this thesis was best served by using
questionnaires alone. The chosen indicators were deemed most suitable for the context of KSA
as they are set to gain a comprehensive understanding of the current state of Saudi women's
education, employment status, the barriers they face before and in employment, their level of
legal empowerment, and the effectiveness of existing legal reforms, in addition to their
expectations of legal empowerment strategies. One of the most apparent challenges was the
complexity of measuring progress across multiple dimensions, given the diverse cultural and
situational contexts. Such complexity was addressed through mixed methods, the development
of context-specific indicators, and the inclusion of intersectionality across participants based
on age, education, socioeconomic status, and region. In doing so, the thesis underscores the
significance of its contribution to the empirical understanding of women's legal empowerment

in a developing country where significant progress remains to be made; additionally, it covers

570 Steinar Kvale, Doing Interviews (Sage Publication 2007).

571 E.g. Simeen Mahmud, Nirali M. Shah and Stan Becker, ‘Measurement of Women's Empowerment in Rural
Bangladesh' (2012) 40 World Development 3.
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the demographic characteristics of KSA, which have not been extensively articulated

empirically or theoretically.”*

The questionnaire was bilingual in Arabic and English; it accommodated those who did
not speak either language, facilitating the researcher’s analysis. The questionnaire included
yes/no, multiple-choice, and open-ended questions to encourage participants to share their
thoughts, opinions, and feelings about women’s agency and employment. The research's
epistemological position was subjective, resulting in value-mediated findings. Lastly, the
questionnaire design prioritised participant privacy and security, as well as the researcher’s
safety, as essential to completing the study. Several precautions were undertaken to ensure the
researcher would not find themselves in a compromising situation that could lead to allegations
of impropriety, such as securing the University and Ministry’s ethical research approvals and
acquiring access passes from the organisations. The research design also minimised risks
associated with social interaction, transportation challenges, or potential psychological or
physical harm. Finally, budgetary considerations were made regarding time spent on fieldwork,
transport needs, and necessary training courses. Finally, employing such a questionnaire,
incorporating diverse theories, necessitated careful attention to validity and reliability factors,

beginning with triangulation, as discussed in the next section.

6.3 Triangulation

Given the complexity of Saudi women’s work situation, a mixed research approach was

adopted, requiring triangulation to enhance the validity, reliability, and accuracy of the findings

574 Presser and Sen (n 190).
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by using multiple methods, resources, or theories to investigate a single phenomenon.>” It is
commonly utilised in social studies and holds particular significance in feminist research,
which has contributed to mixed-methods research and, at the same time, employed mixed-
method approaches to promote their goals.’’ Both methodological triangulation and theory
triangulation are applied in the study. The methodological triangulation was intra-method,
using two techniques of the same method>”’: qualitative open-ended questions and quantitative
closed-ended questions within the questionnaire. This integration enabled a more nuanced
understanding of women’s economic participation in KSA and facilitated cross-validation of
responses across different question types. Methodological triangulation ensured consistency
across data collection techniques, thereby confirming the credibility of the findings. The thesis
demonstrated that the barriers faced by women in KSA, their agency, and the impact of legal
reforms—gathered as qualitative data—align with the participants' quantitative responses. This
alignment provides a holistic understanding of the effectiveness of legal empowerment

strategies in addressing the challenges women face in the country.

Theory triangulation was also applied to this study. It is understood as the application of
various theoretical frameworks to understand and analyse data.’’® To ensure a reliable and
diverse construction of realities within this thesis, theory triangulation was achieved by
applying various feminist theories, such as Naila Kabeer’s on agency and development,
examined in Chapter Five, including WAD theories and Inglehart’s modernisation theory.

These differing theories aided the analysis of the low economic participation of Saudi women

575 Michael Quinn Patton, ‘Enhancing the Quality and Credibility of Qualitative Analysis’ (1999) 34 Health
Services Research 5 (2); Norman Denzin, The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological
Methods (Taylor & Francis 2017).

576 Abbas Tashakkori & Charles Teddlie (Eds.), SAGE Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social & Behavioral
Research (2" Ed. SAGE Publications 2010).

577 Denzin (n 576).
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from multiple perspectives. This research examines new empowerment strategies in women’s
employment settings in KSA. It employs feminist theory to understand the subjective reasons
behind women’s Power Within and the legal empowerment strategies that have adopted, as
well as developmental theories to understand how economic, social, and political realities
influence the adoption of such techniques. By applying both sets of theories, the study
presented a more nuanced understanding that addresses both the process of legal empowerment
and the contextual influences of its application. Overall, the adoption of theory and
methodological triangulation strengthened the study's approach, reducing potential
weaknesses. Through multiple techniques and triangulation, the thesis offered a more valid
representation of the phenomenon under study than any single technique could. Triangulation,
combined with the literature review chapters that analysed the literature and secondary data on
the topic using both qualitative and quantitative methods, enhanced the validity and reliability

of the research findings and contributed to the triangulation design.

6.4 The Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted before the primary research phase. The pilot was
instrumental in evaluating the study’s sufficiency in design, structure and data collection
methods, as well as estimating the quality of the data obtained. The questionnaire underwent
rigorous testing for ambiguous or misleading items. The pilot test provided valuable insights
into the questions of interest, allowing ample time for adjustments based on feedback from the
pilot sample. Such refinements increased the likelihood of obtaining clear and accurate
responses from the main study participants, facilitating a smoother analysis phase.>”® Before

initiating the pilot study, the research questions, study purpose, methods, and schedule were

579 Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers (McGraw
— Hill Education 2014).
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thoroughly reviewed and finalised. A final translated draft of the questionnaire was distributed
to six potential participants who matched the target population profile. They were asked to
assess the questionnaire’s length, design, and clarity, as well as whether any questions were
sensitive or likely to cause reluctance in answering. Crucially, their understanding of the
wording was evaluated, given the questionnaire's dual language, to ensure that their
interpretation aligned with the study’s intent. Participants offered constructive feedback

leading to necessary modifications.

Additionally, the pilot study examined the feasibility of the research by evaluating the
inclusion and exclusion criteria for the targeted participants. Information sheets and consent
forms were sent with the survey, expressing gratitude and inviting comments and
recommendations. Consent was obtained from all six participants before proceeding with the
survey. The pilot study aimed to include five participants; an additional invitation was extended
to a sixth if no one responded. This pilot study was conceived as an internal test, intended to
be integrated into the main study without alterations. It was designed to minimise the number
of participants needed for data collection and shorten the overall duration of that process.’®°
Nevertheless, because of changes in question formation and required response methods, the
pilot study was treated as an external study, independent of the main research. This distinction
helped avoid biases associated with deciding whether to include or exclude pilot data after it
was collected.’8! The external pilot was crucial for generating information to inform the best
approach to conducting the main study, allowing modifications to the study design, structure,

questions, or participant selection based on the pilot results.

580 Junyong In, ‘Introduction of a Pilot Study’ (2017) 70 Korean Journal Anesthesiol 6.
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Overall, the pilot trial was conducted in KSA, and it ran from April 15, 2023, to May 8,
2023. Key outcomes indicated that the questions were clear, easy to understand, and flowed
effectively. Some pilot participants noted that accessing the Google Form required a Google
account, so the researcher ensured the survey was designed to allow any participants with the
link to respond. Google Forms was chosen because it allows recipients direct access; they do
not need Google accounts, and their email addresses are not collected. Additionally, some of
the multiple-choice questions were modified, and the wording of certain open-ended questions
was revised for clarity. The results from this stage were valuable, highlighting the importance

of the training received in methodology and data analysis.

6.5 Data Collection

6.5.1 Introduction to the Literature Review

The literature review, from Chapters Two to Five, played a critical role in preparing for
the fieldwork and data collection phase of this research. These chapters laid the foundation for
understanding the current state of research on women's empowerment in KSA, which helped
identify gaps in the literature and shape the subsequent fieldwork investigation. The initial data
collection phase involved a comprehensive analysis of the country's ongoing legal reforms,
followed by an examination of the barriers women face in utilising these reforms to participate
in the economy, as detailed in Chapter Four. Furthermore, the literature review directly
influenced the design of the data collection methods and research tools. Through critical
analysis of previous studies in Chapters Two, Three and Five, foundational and pertinent data
were gathered on the patriarchal structures that shape Saudi society, as well as the impact of

feminism and development theories on this issue. As a result of this review, primary areas of
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inquiry were identified, and key questions for the questionnaire were developed. Additionally,
prior studies have underscored both the consistency and divergence of findings across cultural
contexts, notably Kabeer’s theory of agency and the CLEP's developmental and empowerment
approaches, as discussed in Chapter Five. This analysis allowed for an evaluation of the most
effective research design for data collection and interpretation. A systematic process was
employed in the literature review, where works were categorised based on their relevance to
the research questions. This approach enabled a better understanding of how women’s
empowerment manifests across countries and revealed effective strategies tailored to regional
needs. The contributions from the CLEP provided valuable guidelines and practical insights
that were crucial during the fieldwork phase. In conclusion, this critical integration of earlier
research not only shaped the methodology but also ensured a structured and theoretically

informed approach to data collection

6.5.2 Sampling Strategy

The sample for this study was drawn from Riyadh, KSA, due to its unique
socioeconomic position as the capital, large population, diverse employment opportunities, and
central role in national policy implementation.>®? Riyadh's significant development initiatives,
aligning with G20's sustainable development agenda, which emphasises ‘Empowering People,
by creating the conditions in which all people — especially women and youth — can live, work
and thrive’>® and Vision 2030, which focuses on planning careers nationwide, make it ideal

for studying the impact of legal reforms on women's empowerment. The diverse participants,
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residing in this rapidly transforming city, provided valuable insights into the evolving roles of
women in society and employment. They were anticipated to have observed women’s situation
in society and employment and explore new strategies for legal empowerment; thus, using a
Riyadh-based sample is justified, despite potential concerns about representativeness. Riyadh
accounts for 69.3% of KSA's total population®®*, suggesting that its residents can provide a
reliable reflection of national trends, and the relatively homogenous religious, linguistic, and
cultural values across KSA mitigate generalisability limitations. Therefore, despite geographic
limitations, the sample provided rich and contextually relevant perspectives on women’s
experiences and potential strategies for legal empowerment. While the sample is not
statistically representative of all Saudi women, its location and diversity of experiences justify

its use for analytical rather than statistical generalisation.

The selection of a hundred participants was deliberate, based on the study's scope,
approach, analytical methods, available resources, and supervisors’ input. It strikes a balance
between feasibility and the need for reliable data, providing the depth of insight required while
remaining manageable within the timeline. The thesis sample size is sufficient and falls within
the recommended range for this type of research. Notably, a sample of 50 participants is
considered sufficient for behavioural studies, and in social science research more broadly, other
scholars have determined that a range between 30 and 500 participants is typically acceptable
for ensuring the validity of the conclusions.’® A larger sample would have been ideal, but
impractical, while a smaller sample would have risked sampling error. Therefore, selecting a

sample size of 100 follows established methodological guidelines and is suitable for generating

84 World Population Review, ‘Riyadh’ < Https://Worldpopulationreview.Com/Cities/Saudi-Arabia/Riyadh>
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meaningful insights. By using the first 100 responses, the thesis adopted a non-probability
convenience sampling, commonly used in sociolegal and gender research in contexts similar
to this thesis, where access to participants is restricted. The implication of this strategy should
be acknowledged. The responses were received on a subject-to-availability basis and were
limited to those willing to participate; therefore, not all members of the Ministry of Health
(MOH) had an equal or known chance of inclusion. Those who responded quickly might have
the time and interest in the subject of the thesis, or are more engaged with the current reforms,
so there is a possibility they might be of different from non-respondents in socio-economic
background.’® Self-selection and its potential to introduce sampling bias were taken into
consideration; however, to the context of this thesis, self-selection offered distinct advantages.
Participants who chose to respond to the survey appear to have personal experiences or issues
related to women’s empowerment and employment. This enhances the richness of the
perspectives and ensures the data genuinely reflect their realities. Given the sensitivity of the
topic, self-selection allowed individuals, particularly women, to contribute voluntarily and
candidly, thereby promoting the ethical suitability of the thesis design. It allowed the
respondents to provide deeper insight into the obstacles women face, offer an authentic
reflection on the reform's impact, and accurately identify what women perceive as solutions.
This voluntary nature and ownership over their participation aligns conceptually with the
theoretical framework that investigates agency and empowerment by capturing voices that are
both informed and motivated to articulate their experiences, as women’s and men’s willingness
to speak reflects their engagement with reforms, All in all, while this approach may limits
generalisability, it provides depth, authenticity, and contextual accuracy that strengthen the

exploratory aims of the research.

586 Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis & Adrian Thornhill, Research Methods for Business Students (9th ed. Pearson,
2023).
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The generalisability of the statistic to the entire population is limited by the non-
probability convenience sampling. It imposes limitations on external validity; however, it
remains appropriate for capturing the nuanced, context-specific perspectives central to
examining women’s legal empowerment and barriers to economic participation in the
Kingdom.’®” The data provide exploratory insight into how legal, social, and economic reforms
are perceived by those who voluntarily participate and were available at the time of data
collection, either online or in a specific location. The survey was distributed to the research
population, which consists of Saudi nationals who are currently or have previously been
employed by the MOH. This decision was crucial for achieving the study’s objectives and
ensuring accessibility; it was also influenced by the need to adhere to strict ethical guidelines,
which necessitated identifying a population that could be feasibly reached while remaining
relevant to the research aims. Had the study targeted a broader population, such as all Saudi
nationals regardless of association with the host organisation, the approval process would have

been significantly prolonged, potentially compromising the study’s timeline.

The survey was administered online via Google Forms. A link was created and
distributed via e-mail, and when the researcher visited the Ministry and its institutions, it was
sent again via e-mail or smartphones to willing participants. The pool includes those who were
previously employed by the ministry, which resulted in 12% of participants with varied
employment status as self-employed, unemployed or homemakers, which clarifies the broader
spread appearing in the socioeconomic table in the finding chapter. This inclusion does not
fundamentally affect the sampling frame since the link was circulated through MOH channels
and social networks connected to its employees. Therefore, the sample is still best characterised

as a non-probability, convenience/self-selection sample rooted in a single major public-sector

587 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (5th Ed. Oxford University Press 2016).
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employer. This has several implications; the first concerns generalisation, which is primarily
limited to the public sector. The MOH is an unusually large and well-structured employer that
clearly adheres to labour law, unlike other private-sector employers; this stability may
influence the respondent’s perception of the reforms. That said, the presence of this category,
which moved or left employment, provides valuable insight into the data. Their reflections on
the questions are shaped by real transitions between sectors. This adds depth to the findings,

even if it does not provide statistical generalisability.

It should be stressed that, because the study examines national labour law reforms,
gender norms, and empowerment frameworks relevant across sectors, the results enable
analytical generalisation that supports generalising findings based on theory and concepts,
rather than statistical generalisation based on size. The survey focuses on women’s
empowerment in employment, the impacts of recent legal reforms, women’s rights to work and
in the workplace, gender justice, and the social norms that affect women’s agency. Those issues
apply across sectors, not only to MHO employees, so they can be generalised in the sense that
the patterns identified might strongly appear in the private sector too. The themes are also
relevant to women’s empowerment more broadly than to a specific sector. Moreover, the
implications of reforms are national, not sector-specific. Lastly, it is important to note that the
2018 privatisation programmes adopted by MOH>*® brought the ministry closer to private-

sector dynamics; thus, analytical generalisations definitely apply to the findings.

Overall, the research sample is representative because it includes a cross-section of the

population, reflecting a broad range of perspectives and a well-balanced mix of

588 Ahmed Ali Alasiri and Vigaruddin Mohammed, ‘Healthcare Transformation in Saudi Arabia: An Overview
Since the Launch of Vision 2030’ (2022) 15 Health services insights <
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characteristics.’® The MOH’s database provided a comprehensive sampling frame,
incorporating a diverse and accessible participant pool. It facilitated easy access to contact
details; the Research and Studies General Department of the MOH facilitated the survey across
its various administrations and associated bodies. Additionally, the researcher’s direct
engagement with consenting participants ensured the collection of diverse responses,
accounting for variables such as gender, age, and education level. This diversity enriches the
analysis of women’s employment and legal empowerment, supporting the analytical

generalisation. The questionnaire is elaborated on in the sections that follow.

6.5.3 Primary Data Collection Method: Questionnaire Design and Structure

The primary tool of the study was a questionnaire developed from a review of the
existing literature. It consisted of twenty questions aimed at gathering information directly from
the participant, which was subsequently analysed. This tool was suitable as it enabled a large
number of respondents from various locations to provide straightforward information in an
open environment, encouraging full and honest answers.”*® The questionnaire collected both
factual information, which required little judgment, and opinion-based information, exploring
respondents' values, attitudes, and views on legal empowerment in KSA. It was built on
methods previously employed in several studies on women’s empowerment in KSA. For
example, a recent study on Saudi women’s economic empowerment used a survey to identify
challenges and opportunities under Vision 2030,>! similar to other studies that focused on

barriers to career advancement for Saudi women®®?, and investigated knowledge and attitudes

89 Denscombe (n 558).
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188

towards women's empowerment in KSA.>** International projects on women’s empowerment
have similarly utilised surveys for data collection, such as the Namati>**, the CLEP>%, and the
OECD, which aims to promote sustainable economic growth globally, relying on surveys to
understand the relationship between labour regulations and the informal economy.*>*® Finally,
the World Bank highlighted the use of survey-based measures of economic empowerment in
its programmes, emphasising that quantitative assessments and cross-country comparisons

remain limited. >%7

The advantages of collecting questionnaire data lie in its suitability for quantitative
analysis, which enables generalisation of findings and necessitates a relatively large sample
size, and for qualitative analysis, which identifies themes and recurring ideas. A combination
of closed-ended and open-ended questions is considered the most effective. Given the limited
research on policy-level solutions in the region, relying solely on quantitative data would have
been insufficient to identify appropriate strategies for women’s legal empowerment and to
shape the study's recommendations. Uncovering these solutions represented a novel aspect of
the research, making this explanatory method essential. The open-ended questions offered
several advantages. They provided a unique opportunity to analyse the motivations behind

participants' actions deeply.’”®

They fostered a sense of empowerment by allowing the
respondents anonymity and providing a rare opportunity to express their views openly.>*® The

questions also allowed the researcher to gather detailed, free-flowing information regarding
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experiences and perceptions. Overall, although analogous studies have provided insights into
women's legal empowerment, they were conducted in different contexts and used different
methods, and thus do not directly apply to Saudi women. The distinct economic, religious, and
cultural dynamics in KSA, along with policymakers' beliefs and strategies, necessitated

context-specific recommendations.

The questionnaire was designed to encourage participation, extract essential
information from respondents, and facilitate the effective analysis and interpretation of the
data. Nine steps were followed to develop the survey before distribution.®®® The first step was
to determine the required information. Based on the objectives outlined in Chapter One, a
visualisation of the results was planned to help identify the necessary variables for the
questionnaire and analysis. These indicators address gender inequalities in employment and
the legal frameworks that aim to empower women. For instance, the survey data would confirm
or expand upon anticipated empowerment barriers and assess the presence of women’s agency
in employment, as discussed in the literature review, which is crucial for the analysis. The
second step was to determine the appropriate method in accordance with the research question.
A survey was chosen as the tool for collecting empirical data, allowing the researcher to
investigate both the meso and macro levels of social reality. At the meso level, it focused on
the influence of institutions, communities, and organisations on employment policies and on
the employed, which either support or hinder women's empowerment. At the macro level, the
larger systemic structures were examined, including legal reforms, societal norms, and national

employment policies related to women's participation in the workforce.! Including these

600 E ¢ Gilbert A. Churchill and Dawn lacobucci, Marketing Research: Methodological Foundations (9™
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macro- and meso-level indicators helped clarify how long-term reforms and government

strategies, alongside institutions and societal structures, affect women’s employment.

The third step was the decision to conduct the survey online. Questions were formulated
to be directly linked to the research objectives and to decisions about their types, including
multiple-choice, yes-or-no, and comment-based questions, which were finalised. The fourth
step involved determining the response format for each question. The questions were designed
to be specific and concise, avoiding legal jargon, as legal rights and employment regulations
can be complex. Thus, respondents’ understanding ensured accurate responses, which
ultimately eased the process of interpretation and analysis. The fifth step involved organising
the questionnaire layout. It began with an information sheet that included the title, purpose,
invitation details, researcher information, and confirmation of adherence to ethical guidelines,
followed by a consent form to be acknowledged by the respondents. The close-ended questions
required only a click, with ‘Other’ options included for customised answers. The open-ended
questions also provided respondents with a space to express their opinions. Additionally,
comment sections were added after each question, allowing respondents to share their thoughts

in their own words rather than being constrained to predefined answers.5%2

The form prevented
progression until each section was complete, as fully completed responses would assist in the

analysis phase. The questions progressed from general to specific and from less sensitive to

more sensitive topics, concluding with a note of appreciation for participation.

The sixth step involved generating potential themes to group similar responses under
broad categories that reflect key concepts. Initially, two sets of themes were created for the

quantitative and the qualitative questions Table. 4 This approach was adopted with the

602 Hyugh Coolican, Research Methods and Statistic (London: Hodder and Stoughton 1990).
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understanding that advanced coding may not always save time, particularly if the responses are

unpredictable; nonetheless, it assisted in organising the researcher’s plan for analysis.

Table. 4
Themes from Closed-Ended Questions Themes from Open-Ended Responses

Demographics (Questions 1-6) Women’s Agency and Decision-Making
(Questions 11-13, 20)

Employment Awareness (Questions 7-8) | Barriers to Employment (Questions 14-16)

Legal Rights Awareness (Questions 9-10) Impact of Legal Reforms (Questions 17-19)
Strategies  for Legal = Empowerment
(Questions 15, 21)

At that point, the questionnaire seemed complete and ready; nevertheless, it was essential to
pretest it with family or friends for feedback as the seventh step. This feedback was
subsequently employed to make necessary corrections and improvements to the questionnaire
form. The eighth step involved conducting a pilot study with a sample from the target
population to ensure the survey’s validity and reliability. The pilot study helped refine
the questionnaire's indicators, particularly those measuring women’s agency, legal awareness,
and barriers to employment. The final step was distributing the questionnaires as arranged with
the host body in KSA and monitoring the response rates. The chart below summarises the

process of developing the questionnaire.
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Qestionnaire Development Steps

1. Decide the needed data based on the thesis objectives
What is the purpose of the questionnaire ?

2. Determine type of questionnaire, method of administration based on the needed information.
What are the specific information | want to record?

3. Design individual questions
Determine the content of individual questions

4. Compose wording
Determine wording of each question, what form of response are you looking for?

5. Design layout and presentation
e.g. sequence of questions, font style, overall look of the form

6. Think about themes / coding / indicators

7. Prepare first draft and pretest
Re-examine steps 1-7 and revise if necessary

8. Pilot and evaluate
Pre-test questionnaire and revise if necessary

9. Perform / distribute the survey

In the questionnaire, closed-ended questions used various formats, particularly when
the research aimed to explore multiple contributing factors, as in questions 8 and 14. A single
version of the questionnaire was prepared and distributed via email and in person to the sample
population. In the questionnaire, the first quantitative section collected participants' general
sociodemographic characteristics and explored their views on women’s awareness of
employment and workplace agency. The questions also investigated participants’ perceptions

of the main barriers to women’s access to work in KSA, the barriers to women’s legal
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empowerment at work, and their opinions on the regulations and reforms affecting women’s
agency and legal empowerment. The second part of the questionnaire was qualitative, focusing
on participants’ responses to open-ended questions. The main indicators categorised factors
that improve Saudi women’s access to employment, sources of information about their legal
rights, and their views on agency and economic independence. It examines how women assert
their rights at work, the relationship between employment and agency, and their opinions on
women’s legal empowerment in the labour sector in KSA, while also addressing barriers to

women’s employment.

The survey was framed within the ’context of legal needs’ methodology, exploring the
types of problems encountered by participants over time, how these problems affected them,
and what actions they had taken or attempted, in addition to assessing the current status of these
problems. % From these questions, a clear picture of the participants’ legal experiences and
needs emerged, along with their perceptions of how likely they were to resolve their legal
problems, providing insight into their level of empowerment regarding employment. The basis
for measuring respondents’ subjective legal empowerment was grounded in the theory of self-
efficacy, discussed in Chapter Five. The legal needs methodology also enabled the
measurement of the impact of specific actions, such as legal reforms, at scale and generated

actionable feedback, allowing comparison of legal empowerment levels across communities. %4

The survey questions address both the main and subsidiary research questions. They

are designed to ensure that each question yields empirical data to evaluate the effectiveness of

603 Robert B. Porter, ‘Subjective Legal Empowerment: A Measure of Legal Empowerment through the
Subjective Perceptions of Individuals’ (2016) Phd Thesis <

Https://Pure. Uvt.NI/Ws/Portalfiles/Portal/12391175/Porter_Subjective 27 _05_2016.Pdf> accessed 18" May
2025.

604 Tbid
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legal measures in promoting Saudi women’s economic participation and to identify the
principal barriers to their entry into the labour market. Q1-Q6 explore demographic
characteristics, situating respondents within relevant social and employment contexts to
illuminate differences in their experiences. Questions 11—-13 support the main research question
concerning women’s agency in employment decision-making, providing evidence to assess
whether legal reforms have enhanced women’s autonomy and capacity for action, which is
central to the thesis’s investigation of personal and relational empowerment. Q14 (and its sub-
items) and Q16 examine barriers to employment and legal empowerment, mapping onto the
main research questions by identifying persistent social, cultural, economic, and regulatory
obstacles. Q17—Q21 assess the impact of recent legal reforms on women’s public and private
lives, directly addressing the overarching question of how current legal measures foster
empowerment at personal, relational, and institutional levels. To address the thesis’s sub-
questions, Q7—Q10 examine awareness of employment rights, legal rights, and sources of legal
information, directly corresponding to women’s capacity to engage with the law and benefit
from legal reforms. Q15 (and sub-items) assess legal empowerment strategies, addressing
which measures are needed to overcome existing barriers and why legal empowerment may be
effective in enhancing women’s economic participation. Altogether, these survey items provide
a coherent empirical foundation for answering the thesis’s research questions and for
formulating the use of legal empowerment as a practical tool to enhance Saudi women’s

participation in the economy.

6.6 Data Analysis Technique

Content analysis was chosen as the primary method of analysis in this study. This

research technique enables the drawing of reliable and valid inferences about text usage
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contexts, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data.’®> Quantitative content analysis
involves coding and counting elements within the data, while qualitative content analysis
focuses on identifying patterns, themes, and meanings. Content analysis is effective in reducing
large volumes of information, thereby facilitating the extraction of meaningful insights. This
technique simplifies text into a limited number of content categories guided by clear coding
rules.%% It adeptly manages extensive datasets, enabling the discovery of participants’ focal
points both individually and collectively. This thesis particularly benefited from two key
advantages of content analysis. It operates directly on transcripts of human communication, a
central aspect of social interaction, and combines qualitative and quantitative analysis, merging

two seemingly antithetical modes into a cohesive framework. 67

Content analysis was employed in the study through several steps®®®, beginning with
familiarisation with the data to guide subsequent analysis. This involved reading the responses
multiple times to fully grasp the content and confirm the initial themes before distributing the

questionnaire. %

Subsequently, all complete responses were selected for analysis, while
incomplete forms were excluded. Descriptive statistics were generated from quantitative
responses, and qualitative responses were analysed in depth. Secondly, the units of analysis
were defined by creating categories of interest to the research, such as demography, age, and

gender, for quantitative data. For qualitative data, individual themes served as the units of

analysis; thus, the study primarily focused on the expression of ideas.®!’ Codes were assigned

805K 1aus Krippendorff, Content Analysis: an Introduction to Its Methodology (4th Ed. SAGE Publications 2018).
606 E.g. Robert Weber, Basic Content Analysis (2nd Ed. CA: Newbury Park 1990); Leping Liu, ‘Quantitative
Content Analysis Methods in Instructional Technology Research: Defining, Coding, Analyzing and Modelling
(DCAM)’ (2022) 15 Journal of Educational Technology Development and Exchange 1

607 Weber (n 608).

08 E.g. Yan Zhang And Barbara M. Wildemuth, ‘Qualitative Analysis of Content’ <
Hitps://Www.Ischool.Utexas.Edu/~Yanz/Content_Analysis.Pdf > accessed 15" September 2024; Johnny
Saldafia, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (2™ Edn. Sage 2013).

609 B g. Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke ‘Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology’ (2006) 3 Qualitative
Research in Psychology 2.

619 Victor Minichiello, In-Depth Interviewing: Researching People (Hong Kong: Longman Cheshire 1990).
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to text chunks representing a single theme relevant to the research question. It is essential to
note that the themes, coding categories, and word and sentence frequencies in this study were

identified manually.

Thirdly, initial coding, patterns, and themes were generated by organising the data into
groups. The codes in this step represented sub-themes of the general themes identified in the
previous step, Table. 5. The data were approached with several questions in mind, focusing on
what barriers women face at home and in the workplace. In some instances, particularly in the
comment spaces, new themes emerged from the data. As an illustration, the coded responses
generated sub-themes of social, legal, and educational barriers under the category of barriers
to employment. Sorting the codes into potential themes initiated the data analysis, allowing for
a nuanced understanding of the issues facing women and helping identify the barriers they
encounter. This phase was sorted manually using a visual representation, which was
recommended as helpful.®!! Overall, once the responses had been collected, the data were
downloaded and entered into Excel spreadsheets. The responses were translated into English,
reviewed, coded, grouped into themes, and then exported to SPSS for presentation and
confirmation of the analysis. The data were carefully checked to avoid bias, ensuring sample

adequacy and were subjected to frequency analysis.

811 E.g. Braun and Clarke (n 611).



Table. 5
Theme
Factors that
enhance
Saudi
women’s
chances and
access to
employment

Sub-theme
Responsibility for
Family

Education and
Awareness

Work Environment
and Personality

Respect Between
Genders

System and Legal
Support vs.
Qualifications

Response
A woman might be

responsible for herself and
her family, therefore, she
needs a job to maintain her

life

Raising the level of

education and awareness
enhances access to better

job opportunities

The environment is the
biggest enhancer to women

in addition to her
personality

The mutual respect among

both sexes

We currently rely mostly
on employing women by
taking advantage of the
systems and laws that
support them, rather than

on their academic
preparation and
qualification and

qualifying them to required

capabilities.

Work is a means for a
woman and not an end. If
the circumstances exist,
she will work and if it
didn’t, she has a father or
husband to support her
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Coded for

Financial needs
Money
Self-support

Education
Qualification
Skills

Awareness

Work environment
Family
environment/
Agency

Respect

Gender

Relation

Work environment
Qualification
Experience

Legal system
Legal framework
Workplace support

Conditional
Employment
Agency

Generating Themes: What Are the Factors That Enhance Saudi Women’s Chances and
Access to Employment?

The fourth step involved reviewing the themes and subthemes. This step was divided into

two levels: level one focused on reviewing the coded data extracts to determine whether the

codes formed coherent patterns that constituted a theme, or whether the coded data did not fit
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612 Tn cases where the latter occurred, a new theme would be created or

within a theme.
problematic codes discarded. Level two involved reviewing the entire dataset to ensure the
themes aligned with and accurately reflected the data.®!® It was crucial during this step to
establish coding rules, especially regarding synonyms, to ensure consistency across the dataset
and to determine when to stop refining the coded data, specifically when it no longer added
substantial value to the overall dataset. By the end of this step, the refinements were embedded
in the response codes and subthemes, resulting in a clear understanding of how all themes fit
within the dataset as a whole and address the research objectives. The fifth step in the data
analysis process was to define and name the themes, affirming general themes based on the
questions posed in the questionnaires. During this phase, the aspects of each theme were
delineated, with the extracted data being not only paraphrased but also analysed for their
significance and relevance. Each theme was examined individually, resulting in a short
paragraph that identified the theme, the narrative it conveyed, and its connection to the broader
thematic categories, while importantly addressing the questions posed in the thesis. This step
primarily focused on defining the themes and their scope. Finally, a report was compiled, and
the data narrative was presented concisely and coherently. Based on this, an argument related

to the research question was constructed, encompassing the final analysis of the gathered data

as explained in the data analysis chapter.

6.7 Reliability, Validity and Methodological Limitations

Reliability and validity are vital for the quality of this study. The use of questionnaires

provided consistent procedures and outcomes when administered repeatedly at different times,

612 Braun and Clarke (n 611).
613 Tbid
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reflecting quantitative reliability, which is ‘the extent to which an experiment, test or
measurement yields the same result or consistent measurements on repeated trials’.%!4
Likewise, qualitative reliability, which pertains to the consistency of the researcher’s approach
across different studies and researchers,®!” is ensured because the processes and strategies used
enabled effective evaluation of the data, research setting, and findings. Consistency is a shared
characteristic of reliability in both quantitative research, which focuses on consistent test
scores, and qualitative research, which emphasises describing techniques that demonstrate or
enhance reliability. Since the study presents qualitative data, proving consistency will not be
as straightforward as it is for quantitative data. The latter requires comparing more than one set
of data and can measure a single objective or reality. In qualitative data, the social world is
ever-changing in its views, and replicability is not guaranteed. Therefore, the study’s data are

considered consistent and replicable, as pragmatists would expect, since the hypothesis can be

confirmed in a follow-up study.

In this mixed-methods study, reliable and consistent research results were ensured by
various techniques.®!’® Triangulation was employed using different data sources for cross-
checking, as discussed in Section 6.3. Additionally, the researcher provided an unedited, low-
interference description of the data, primarily in tables, before the analysis. This approach
enabled readers to critically evaluate the findings and verify the results by following the
researcher’s steps and procedures. Furthermore, the researcher’s position or reflexivity was
clearly expressed throughout the research to help readers understand how the data were

interpreted and the conclusions drawn, disclosing her assumptions and perspectives

614 David Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data: Methods for Analyzing Talk, Text, and Interaction (3rd Ed.
Sage 2006) 84

615 Graham R. Gibbs, Analyzing Qualitative Data (Sage 2007).

616 E.g. Creswell (n 551); Sharan B. Merriam, Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation
(2nd Ed. Jossey-Bass 2009); Silverman (n 165).
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significantly enhanced reliability.®!” Further reliability procedures involved checking original
and translated survey responses to ensure accuracy during translation and data entry into Excel
and SPSS. Consistent definitions and meanings for codes were maintained throughout the
analysis by continually comparing the data with codes and taking notes for reference. Finally,
the study's reliability was enhanced by cross-checking codes, frequencies, and consistency

levels, supported by SPSS to validate the data.

Regarding validity, the study’s quantitative part confirmed measurement validity, as the
questionnaire effectively measured the intended variables and supported meaningful

conclusions from the collected data.®!'®

Additionally, the validity of the research design is
confirmed by assessing the appropriateness of the research value, tools, techniques, and
process, as well as the soundness of the methodology, data collection, analysis, and
conclusion.®’® Thus, the study demonstrates both internal validity (the soundness of the
research) and external validity (the generalisability of outcomes). In the qualitative part,
validity is determined by the truthfulness and certainty of the findings; they accurately
represent the phenomena they refer to and are supported by evidence.®?° Recognising that there
is no single truth in pragmatism and constructivism, alternative validity concepts like
trustworthiness, worthwhileness, and credibility were considered. Overall, validity in

quantitative research is numeric and focuses on precision and rigour, which is the thoroughness

and accuracy of a study’s design.®?! In contrast, qualitative research validity is semantic and

617 Merriam (n 618).

618 John Creswell, Educational Research: Planning, Conducting and Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative
Research (2nd Edition. Parson Merrill Prentice Hall 2005).

619 Nahid Golafshani, ‘Understanding Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research’ (2003) 8 The Qualitative
Report 4; Mimi Mohaffyza Mohamad, Nor Lisa Sulaiman, Lai Chee Sern and Kahirol Mohd Salleh, ‘Measuring
the Validity and Reliability of Research Instruments’ (2015) Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences. Elsevier,
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620 Thomas Schwandt, Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry (2nd Ed. Sage 2001).

21 B g. Sharon Andrew And Elizabeth Halcomb, Mixed Methods Research for Nursing and Health Sciences
(Wiley-Blackwell, London 2009).
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622 ¢

centred on trustworthiness, the degree of confidence that the researcher has that their

623> and confirmable.

qualitative data and findings are credible, transferable ... dependable
These four criteria are proposed for data trustworthiness, are recommended to be viewed

collectively rather than in isolation®?*, and were used to evaluate the qualitative part of the

research; all were met, as explained below.

The study employed strategies to enhance the researcher’s integrity, including
contextualisation and thick description, thereby facilitating the transferability of the findings
to contexts beyond this research.®”> Moreover, the data presented throughout the research

626 allowing

highlighted the researcher’s natural positioning and reflexivity - confirmability-
the reader to draw their conclusions about the researcher’s objectivity, neutrality in conducting
the study, and control of bias. The findings reflected the respondents’ views without the
researcher’s influence. By converging multiple sources of evidence and mitigating unwanted
influences, credibility was ensured.®?’” The study ensured the findings reflected reality by
applying strategies that upheld the plausibility of the results, which were verified via
triangulation, minimising external influences, and ensuring a strong theoretical fit.
Additionally, the strategy of prolonged engagement and persistent observation is evident in this
study. It is assumed that the longer the researcher engages in the project, the more convincing

her results will be, and the four-year duration certainly contributes to their validity. Lastly, as

the study’s process was logical and explained in detail, the findings were stable reflections of

622 Roslyn Cameron, ‘Quality Frameworks and Procedural Checklists For Mixed Methods Research’ (14%
Annual AVETRA Conference 2011: Research In VET: Janus- Reflecting Back, Projecting Forward:
Proceedings AVETRA. Melbourne, 2011) <
Https://Static.Avetra.Org.Au/Data/Resources/The_Research Process /Quality Frameworks And Procedural C
hecklists For Mixed Methods Research.Pdf> accessed 29" July 2025.

623 Andrew and Halcomb (n 623).

624 Yvonna Lincoln, Egon Guba, Naturalistic Inquiry (CA: Beverly Hills, Sage 1985).

625 E.g. Ibid; Egon G. Guba, ‘Criteria for Assessing the Trustworthiness of Naturalistic Inquiries’ (1981) 29
ERIC/ECTJ Annual Review Paper 75.

626 E.g. Lincoln and Guba (n 626).

627 Patton (n 565).
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the reality being investigated regarding women’s legal empowerment in KSA, enabling other
researchers to follow the same steps and reach similar, consistent findings, thereby affirming
the research’s dependability.5?® Overall, this study is reliable and valid; the content analysis
was used to validate the findings, with each participant’s response examined from the same
perspective to ensure consistency in the approach. Their experiences were compared to identify
consensus and differences, yielding trustworthy, practical, and valid results on women’s legal

empowerment in employment in KSA.

Regarding the research limitations, most have been discussed in detail throughout the
chapter. The topic's sensitivity in the context of KSA was the main reason for method and
methodology adjustments, the scope, time, and resources led to limitation on the number of
participants in addition to the adoption of a mixed-method approach, which, despite being the
most effective for the study's purpose, required more time, resources, and training for data
collection and analysis. Each of which was thoroughly discussed in section 6.1. Another
limitation discussed in subsection 6.2 was the study’s pragmatic philosophy, which was
complex and time-consuming; nonetheless, it proved the most suitable paradigm for the nature
of the research. Furthermore, it was inevitable to encounter inherent limitations in qualitative
and quantitative data collection methods; nonetheless, the use of both methods compensated
for each other's shortcomings, as elaborated in section 6.2. Sampling concerns regarding the
targeted population and geographical location were addressed by recognising that, although the
sample does not allow for statistical generalisation to all Saudi nationals, it offers a valid and
contextually appropriate basis for analytical generalisation about the experiences of Saudi
women within the employment sector, serving the study's focus and scope as explained in

section 6.5.2. Finally, as discussed in the previous section, the cultural and ethical values of

628 Lincoln and Guba (n 626).
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KSA necessitated meticulous planning of the study’s design, methods, and analysis. A final
limitation is that, as in most studies, some potentially informative questions were missing,
which could have yielded additional insights. For example, the survey did not collect
information on participants’ length of employment, which could possibly introduce certain
analytical limitations. Such a question plays a sociolegal role in this thesis because it influences
levels of experience, familiarity with institutional practices, and exposure to legal or policy
changes. Lacking this information, the study could not determine whether perceptions of
women’s legal empowerment, reform awareness, or labour market challenges varied by career
stage. To compensate, the research used participants' ages as an indicator of employment
duration, which helped to extract insights into women’s situations before and after the reforms.
Thus, the cumulative effect of gender-related reforms over time was still relatively assessed.
Overall, the outlined limitations were justified, resolved, or traded off to better serve the
research objectives, maintain a balanced approach, and provide generalisable findings of
significant value to women’s legal empowerment. Those studies’ methodological limitations
have created opportunities for future research to target a broader sample population,
incorporate additional data collection methods such as interviews or case studies, and

potentially narrow the scope of the research.

6.8 Ethical Considerations

Fieldwork was required for data collection; therefore, the details of the data collection
process were submitted to the ethics committee for approval, in accordance with the University
of Essex’s guidelines. The University of Essex Committee approved this study in March 2023
(ETH2223-0081), followed by approval of the ethical committee of the host institution, the

MOH in KSA, in April 2023 (RB:og No:23-35E). Finally, approval from the sponsor was
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obtained to facilitate data collection in KSA. The researcher completed several research ethics

training sessions on December 3, 2022, and March 25, 2023.

The ethical and cultural landscape of KSA necessitated that the study be conducted in a
manner that respected societal norms and values. Obtaining consent was challenging because
of the sensitive nature of the issues, which led to hesitation among potential participants. The
sponsoring entities highlighted perceived sensitive questions that led to some content and
wording modifications to encourage more participation. A careful balance was struck to gather
meaningful data while safeguarding the rights and safety of participants and the researcher,
without compromising the quality of the data. To respect the respondents’ right to privacy,
consent and an information sheet were provided at the beginning of the questionnaires,
including clarifications on anonymity, data management and safeguard, parties with access to
data, and the ethical guidelines followed in this study. Participants were informed about their
rights to withdraw and assured of confidentiality throughout the survey. Overall, the researcher
took significant steps to be sensitive and discreet in collecting the information, addressing the
study’s cultural and ethical limitations. While such limitations may have impacted the depth of
the study, the findings from the sample allow for cautious analytical generalisation to wider
employment contexts;%?° they reflect varied perspectives among Saudis with different
employment experiences, providing rich contextual data for understanding women’s
experiences, strengths and needs. Significantly, accuracy, clarity, and adherence to ethical

policies were ensured before administering the survey.

629 Al-Asfour and Others (n 255)
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Conclusion

This chapter outlined the thesis’s methodological approaches. To achieve its objectives,
the research design integrated various components and examined both qualitative and
quantitative data to thoroughly investigate the problem question. Initially, a constructivist
paradigm focused exclusively on qualitative data, recognised as sufficient for the research
question. However, as the study progressed, it became necessary to navigate various
challenges, shifting to a pragmatic paradigm that offers broader options for data collection,
interpretation, and analysis. A mixed-methods approach was integrated into the design, leading
to deeper findings, and the questionnaire was confirmed as the primary tool for gathering both
types of data, reflecting the study’s context and nature. A pilot study was conducted to ensure
high-quality outcomes for the chosen method and methodology, thereby benefiting the research
by highlighting necessary modifications across all design aspects. The data underwent
triangulation, validity and reliability strategies, which enhanced the results’ replicability,
accuracy, and generalisability. Ethical considerations were prioritised to uphold high standards
of academic research integrity and to protect the rights, safety, and well-being of both the
researcher and the participants. Likewise, in any study, there were limitations, which were

acknowledged and navigated.

The thesis’s methodology is unique because it is specifically designed to capture the
socio-legal dimensions of women's employment in KSA. It offers a context-specific approach
that diverges from generic empowerment studies on Saudi women, focusing particularly on
KSA’s legal reforms associated with Vision 2030, which aim to enhance women’s participation
in the workforce; this approach significantly contributes to achieving that aim. It also bridges

the gap between legal rights and real-life experiences, a critical but underexplored area in Saudi
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research. Additionally, the adapted mixed-methods approach provides a comprehensive
perspective by balancing statistical analysis with real-life experiences, which is particularly
suitable for a traditionally conservative society. This is innovative because it utilises
empowerment indicators relevant to local contexts, tailoring key measures of empowerment to
KSA-specific factors, such as the significance of family opinions in employment choices and
the types of work environments that empower Saudi women, while also considering cultural
and religious factors in the workplace. This makes it more reflective of the lived experiences

of Saudi women compared to global studies that may not account for these nuances.

Furthermore, this methodology addresses cultural and ethical challenges, as gender and
employment issues in the KSA require careful consideration due to their sensitivity. Using
anonymous surveys with careful wording and ethical safeguards enhanced participation while
respecting social norms. Lastly, there is limited prior research on the legal empowerment of
Saudi women in the employment sector. This study aims to fill that gap by providing first-hand
data from Saudi nationals rather than relying solely on secondary sources or international
reports; it offers original insights into a growing but still underdeveloped field of study. In
conclusion, this methodology makes a significant contribution to the body of knowledge by
providing one of the few empirical, context-specific insights into women's legal empowerment
in KSA. It adds value in several key areas, offering a context-specific socio-legal analysis that
assesses whether recent labour law changes have genuinely translated into empowerment for
women. It investigates the intersection of law, culture, and employment, and their effects on
women’s work opportunities, as existing research often isolates legal rights from the cultural
and societal factors that influence their implementation. Furthermore, it employs a mixed-
methods approach in a sensitive context, navigating various challenges. Finally, the findings

possess practical and policy implications, as they can inform policymakers, legal experts, and
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employers about the effectiveness of current laws and the barriers to implementation. This
contributes to evidence-based policymaking, fostering further legal reforms and advancements
that promote gender equality. Ultimately, this research establishes a foundation for future
studies on legal empowerment in KSA and similar socio-legal contexts, serving as a reference
for comparative studies such as with other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. The
next chapter present the empirical data results from the field with analysis, comparison with
the literature and connection to the proposed strategies. It also points to new information that
assists in the formation of further new strategies for women’s legal empowerment in

employment, the most important contribution of this thesis.
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Chapter Seven

Data Results

Introduction

This research examined the role of women's legal empowerment in the KSA economy,
with the aim of encouraging greater economic participation. By aligning with feminist and
developmental frameworks, the study sought to devise strategies to address the specific
challenges women face when entering the workforce in the country. Using a mixed-methods
research design that incorporates both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis
techniques, a survey questionnaire was constructed using a pragmatic approach. This
questionnaire underwent statistical and textual analysis to provide valuable recommendations
based on the findings. Having presented the literature review in the previous five chapters and
the data collection method, this chapter focuses on analysing the data by presenting and
discussing the survey results. Each section commences with descriptive statistics that
summarise the data, facilitating understanding of the patterns and trends observed. It also

provides preliminary insights into the responses through tables, showcasing average responses



209

and the variability among them for each variable.%*° Subsequently, content analysis was
employed in each section to identify patterns, themes, and trends within the data; inferences
are drawn, cross-referenced, and compared to the discussed literature. The literature review in
Chapters Two, Three, Four, and Five explored the socio-economic landscape for women in
KSA, outlining the factors influencing their participation in the workforce, the barriers they
encounter, the reforms enacted to enhance their situation, and the impact of these reforms on
their employment participation. This chapter aims to present evidence of the economic situation
of Saudi women using primary data. It begins with the quantitative data, including descriptive
statistics and findings organised by themes; each theme is then followed by a detailed analysis.
Next, the qualitative results for each theme are presented, followed by their analysis too.
Finally, the data are analysed, compared, and synthesised to form a comprehensive conclusion

for the chapter.

7.1 Quantitative Content Analysis

7.1.1 Sociodemographic Characteristics

There were 100 participants, of whom 52.00% were females and 48.00% were males.
2.00% of the participants were aged 18-24 years, 13.00% were 25-30 years, 33.00% were 31-
40 years, and 52.00% were aged 41 years and older. Most participants held a bachelor’s degree
(56.00%), followed by a Master's (25.00%), a Diploma (9.00%), a PhD (9.00%), and those
with a high school qualification (1.00%). 72.00% of the participants were married, 18.00%

were single, 8.00% were divorced, and 2.00% were widowed. A total of 82.00% of participants

630 Parampreet Kaur, Jill Stoltzfus, Vikas Yellapu, ‘Descriptive Statistics’ (2018) 4 Int J Acad Med1; Adamantios
Diamantopoulos and Bodo B. Schlegelmilch, Taking the Fear Out of Data Analysis: A Step-By-Step Approach
(Thomson 2000).
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were employed, 1.00% were housewives, 7.00% were self-employed, 6.00% were students,

and 4.00% were unemployed.

Table. 6 Note. n =100
Characteristic n %
Gender

Female 52 52.00
Male 48 48.00
Age
18 - 24 2 2.00
25-30 13 13.00
31-40 33 33.00
41 years and above 52 52.00
Education level
High school 1 1.00
Diploma 9 9.00
Bachelor 56 56.00
Masters 25 25.00
PhD 9 9.00
Marital status
Single 18 18.00
Married 72 72.00
Divorced 8 8.00
Widower 2 2.00
Status of Employment
Employed 82 82.00
Housewife (no intention to work and not actively 1 1.00
seeking employment)
Self-employed 7 7.00
Student 6 6.00
Unemployed (actively seeking employment) 4 4.00

Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants

As a socio-legal research study, the questionnaire was distributed to both genders to
reflect the complexities of social dynamics and to deepen the study’s insights. Including men
in the study, despite its primary focus on women'’s issues, proved beneficial as it offered diverse
perspectives and opinions. This gender inclusivity not only improved the quality of the data
but also boosted participants’ engagement, leading to more unbiased, reliable, and

generalisable findings. The study demonstrated that women’s legal empowerment has
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implications for wider society, impacting not only their immediate families but also their
parents and siblings, highlighting the importance of such inclusivity. In the sample, a higher
number of women participated, indicating a stronger connection to the topic and resulting in
the collection of more of their opinions and experiences. Notably, 31% of the female
participants were married, which reflects the cultural practice of early marriage, beginning at a
mean age of 25 in the sample, aligning with the 26.6 years reported in statistics.®*! Out of the
31%, 27% were employed and held university degrees, possibly indicating societal preferences
for educated, employed women in marriage*? or a trend where women prioritise education
before marriage. Perhaps, the current economic climate in KSA necessitates a double income,
which drives women to seek employment or acquire a university degree if they plan to work

after marriage to ensure their financial stability.

The findings reflect alignment with the statistical improvements in women’s
employment status in KSA. 10% of women with university degrees were unemployed,
suggesting that for every hundred degree-holders, five might experience unemployment,
indicating a decline in unemployment rates among educated Saudi women. Education level
was surveyed because of its significance for employment, empowerment, and development.
Nonetheless, the data revealed no significant differences in educational qualifications between
employed, self-employed and unemployed women, suggesting that other factors influence
employment decisions. Many women, including those with advanced degrees, chose to be

housewives, reflecting culturally accepted norms that prioritise family and children over paid

631 Statista, ‘Mean Age of First Marriage of Women in the Gulf Cooperation Council Between 2010 and 2017,
by Country’ < Https://Www.Statista. Com/Statistics/1414602/Gcc-Mean-A ge-Of-First-Marriage-Of-Women-By-
Country/#:~:Text=As5%2001%202017%2C%20the%20mean,Saudi%20Arabia%20was%2030%20years. >
accessed 7™ October 2024.

632 Alarabiyah News, ‘Majority of Young Saudi Men Prefer Working Women for Brides: Survey’ <
Https://English.Alarabiya.Net/Perspective/Features/2014/06/22/Majority-Of-Young-Saudi-Men-Prefer- Working-
Women-For-Brides-
Survey#:~:Text=Marrying%20an%?20employed%20woman%20is,Sunday%2C%20June%2022%2C%202014. >
accessed 5™ October 2024.
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employment.®3* This was echoed in earlier chapters of the study, which explored societal views
on motherhood and the constraints perceived in traditional gender roles, as discussed in
Chapters Two and Three, and particularly under the women’s Preference Theory. Notably, 1%
of women with university degrees identified as housewives, a percentage expected in the
sample due to the environment in which the questionnaire was distributed. Nonetheless, Self-
employed women constituted 7% of the sample, which aligns with the expected percentage
discussed in Chapter Three regarding women’s access to financial resources and Chapter Two
on the pursuit of independence. Finally, the study expected a higher number of employed
participants than in other categories due to the specific location, population, and ethical

considerations of the research.

7.1.2 Saudi Women's Awareness of Employment

The analysis of Saudi women’s awareness regarding the importance of employment
reveals some insightful trends. The descriptive analysis shows that a significant majority,
84.00% of participants, acknowledged that women in KSA are aware of the importance of
access to employment. Only 13.00% felt that women were fairly aware, while a small fraction,
3%, believed they were unaware. This majority perspective did not vary significantly by
gender; both groups largely agreed on women’s awareness, with ‘yes’ and ‘fairly' as the most
common answers. Nonetheless, despite strong agreement on this awareness among them, males
appeared to overestimate it based on their comments about the question. This might be due to
their perspectives on women’s empowerment in the country and the roles they have started to

play in the workforce. This confirms the literature review in Chapter Two, which indicates that

633 E.g. Rshood Al-Khraif, Asharaf Abdul Salam and Mohd Fadzil Abdul Rashid, ‘Family Demographic
Transition in Saudi Arabia: Emerging Issues and Concerns’ (2020) 10 SAGE Open 1.
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Saudi women have garnered significant attention regarding employment over the past eight

years .53

Age also played a role in the responses: all females aged 25-30 reported strong,
consistent awareness, likely because they are young professionals who benefited from recent
awareness campaigns and were presumed to be more exposed to such communications,
suggesting the efficacy of these campaigns. In contrast, older female age groups, specifically
those aged 31-40 and 41 and above, showed varying levels of awareness, possibly influenced
by differing familial and career responsibilities or generational perspectives on how they
perceive or prioritise employment. Alternatively, it may be due to their experiences of being
less informed. Moreover, educational attainment correlated strongly with awareness levels. All
participants with PhDs and diplomas acknowledged the significance of employment,
emphasising how education influences perceptions. This may be due to their high institutional
exposure, as recent focus in Vision 2030 on specific skills crucial for development requires
exposure such as engineering and computer science—mainly promoted through diploma
programmes tailored to employment—has increased their prominence, similarly to the vision’s
focus on utilising nationals with higher education to fill the skill gap in the market, resulting in
both groups having greater institutional exposure.®*> Conversely, holders of bachelor's and

master's degrees often provided more informed responses, suggesting they might have a more

634 E.g. Alnufaie and Beghum (n 131).

635 E.g. Marie Ryan, ‘Higher Education in Saudi Arabia: Challenges, Opportunities, and

Future Directions’ 43 Research in Higher Education Journal <
Https://Files.Eric.Ed.Gov/Fulltext/EJ1382950.Pdf> accessed 15" July 2025; Khalid Mohiuddin, Osman A.
Nasra, Mohamed Nadhmi Miladia, Huda Fatimab, Samreen Shahwara And Quadri Noorulhasan Naveedc,
‘Potentialities and Priorities for Higher Educational Development in Saudi Arabia for the Next Decade: Critical
Reflections of the Vision 2030 Framework’ (2023) 9 Heliyon 5; Argaam, ‘Saudi Arabia’s Workforce Hits 16.8M
by Q2-End’ (2024) <
Https://Www.Argaam.Com/En/Article/Articledetail/Id/1765152?7Utm_Source=Chatgpt.Com> accessed 15t July
2025.
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nuanced understanding based on their lived experiences of barriers to employment and
observed gaps in awareness. Marital status further influenced opinions. Single respondents
tended to perceive a high level of awareness among women, likely prioritising career
progression over family responsibilities. In contrast, divorced and widowed participants
viewed awareness levels as moderate, which might reflect the challenges they face as primary

caregivers or heads of their households, shaping their perceptions accordingly.

Finally, employment status also appeared to play a vital role in the responses; employed
women perceived greater awareness among women, while those who are self-employed or
housewives perceived only partial awareness, possibly due to the challenges they face as
entrepreneurs. In conclusion, the data indicate that there is a strong belief among both genders
that Saudi women are aware of the importance of their employment. The observed correlation
shows that the opinions of female participants vary according to their educational level,
employment status, and age. Younger, more educated, single, and employed respondents
demonstrated greater awareness than older, self-employed women. This suggests that targeted
interventions might be necessary for these specific groups to enhance their awareness and
understanding of the benefits of women’s access to employment and its advantages for both

themselves and society.

Table. 7 Note. n =100
Characteristic n %
Saudi women are aware of the significance of access to
employment

No 3 3.00
Yes 84 84.00
Fairly 13 13.00
Saudi women are aware of their legal rights at their
work
No 8 8.00
Yes 24 24.00

Fairly 68 68.00
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Saudi Women's Awareness of Employment

The second question in Table. 7 concerns women’s awareness of legal rights at work.
It shows that 68.00% thought Saudi women were pretty aware of their legal rights at work,
24.00% thought they were aware, and 8.00% felt they were unaware of their legal rights at
work. A closer examination of the demographic variables reveals notable differences. More
women than men reported being unaware of their legal rights at work, with just 1% of men
reporting the same, suggesting a significant gender gap in knowledge that warrants further
investigation. Regarding the age factor, the 18-24 and 25-30 age groups indicated moderate
awareness among women, while the 31-40 age group exhibited mixed responses. The last group
of 41 or more had the highest number of dissenting responses, indicating the significance of

experience in understanding legal rights.

Education level also had an impact; all PhD holders in the sample perceived women as
having fair knowledge, possibly due to the complexity of legal rights and the diversity of
information sources, assuming they were not expected to be highly knowledgeable in this area.
Interestingly, married participants, especially men, tended to believe that women are more
aware of their rights, possibly linking this to their desire for job stability or the need for
protection from bias and unfair treatment in the workplace. Moreover, unemployed
participants, notably those actively seeking work, showed a tendency to respond with ‘No.’
This highlights the need for improved information dissemination, given the correlation between
unemployment and a lack of awareness of one’s legal rights. Finally, most respondents who
acknowledged the importance of women’s employment generally assumed full or fair
awareness of women’s legal rights, suggesting that individuals who value jobs tend to be more

knowledgeable about the legal rights associated with them.
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The findings reveal that several factors contribute to women's lack of awareness of their
legal rights at work. For example, being new to the employment sector, a lack of information
exchange since childhood and insufficient communication from employers regarding rules and
regulations. Indeed, this disconnection between actual awareness and perceived awareness
could stem from various factors. Beginning with the issue of implementing legal reforms
discussed earlier, such as in Chapter Four, and possibly combined with the absence of trade
unions or precise grievance mechanisms®*®, might have affected their confidence. The women’s
apparent lack of awareness of such legal rights and policies contrasts with men's, who have
been in employment for decades longer and assume that women understand and have access to
these rights if they wish. They remain unaware of the mismatch between their perceptions and
those of their female counterparts. Moreover, the longstanding guardianship system discussed
in Chapter Four may have affected women’s confidence in their rights, as some policies did
not exist, while men might have assumed that the popularity of legal changes in employment
meant women were aware of their rights. The overall public lack of awareness of legal
employment rights necessitated the recent initiation of a monitoring programme by the
Ministry of HRSD, the Labour Market Awareness Index®’, for which this study highlights the

low awareness among women of these rights.

In contrast, those who emphasised the importance of awareness argued that
employment contracts, alongside ongoing media and educational campaigns by authorities,

help employees become informed about their legal rights. One participant, R.M., a female

036 E.g. Al-Munajjed (n 54).

837 Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development, ‘HRSD Launches Index Measuring Worker
Awareness of their Rights and Duties in the Saudi Labor Market’ (2021) <
Https://Www.Hrsd.Gov.Sa/En/Media-Center/News/844489?Utm_Source=Chatgpt.Com> accessed 16t July
2025.
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employee, suggested that women must research and learn about their rights as employees.
Participant no. 91, a female student aged between 25 and 30, noted that awareness is often
limited to the legal rules relevant to the specific work they do. Overall, the data indicated that
interventions to educate and raise awareness among women, particularly those who are
unemployed or self-employed, are necessary, as they tend to be more likely to respond
negatively to women’s knowledge of their legal rights. Overall, the questions in Table. 7
examined women’s access to employment as a basic right and an essential aspect of their lives.
The literature review indicated that Saudi women are generally eager to enter the workforce, a
sentiment supported by this primary data, showing that most participants recognised the value
of employment.®® Nonetheless, given the negative responses, a gap in women’s legal
empowerment at work appears to exist. This may stem from a lack of sufficient information or
communication about employment implications and workplace rights. To address this issue,
future policies should prioritise increasing awareness of employment opportunities through
targeted training courses, advocacy campaigns, and workplace initiatives. The findings also
suggested a correlation between understanding the importance of employment and awareness
of legal rights, revealing that many women still lack sufficient knowledge in this area. This

underscores the need for targeted initiatives to enhance women’s awareness and understanding

of workplace rights.
Table. 8 Note. n =100
Characteristic n %

Participants think Saudi women have agency when it
comes to their employment/economic independence

No, she can't decide freely whether or not she wants to 4 4.00
work, when, where and what kind of work she wants.

Sometimes 39 39.00

Yes, she can freely decide whether or not she wants to 57 57.00

work, when, where and what kind of work she wants.
Participants think that Saudi women demand their
rights and express their opinions at work

638 E.g. General Authority for Statistics, KSA (n 357).
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No 4 4.00
Sometimes 28 28.00
Yes 68 68.00

Participants think that employment enhances Saudi
women’s agency and vice versa

No 5 5.00
Sometimes 23 23.00
Yes 72 72.00

Saudi Women's Awareness of Employment

The second table under the 'Saudi women's awareness of employment' theme comprises
three questions, shown above. The frequency distribution in this table indicates that most
participants, 57%, believe Saudi women can freely decide on their employment choices, while
39% think it is sometimes the case, and only 4% disagree. The majority, 68%, also believe that
women actively demand their rights and express their opinions at work. 28.00% think it is
sometimes the case, and 4.00% believe they cannot. Furthermore, 72.00% believe that
employment increases Saudi women’s agency, and conversely; 23.00% think it sometimes

does, and 5.00% dissent.

By analysing the first question, the results show that Saudi women are perceived to
have agency; 24 out of 52 females and 25 out of 48 males affirmed this perspective. This aligns
with the literature analysis, which suggests that Saudi women exercise agency to combat
patriarchy through legal rights and reforms, rather than merely negotiating within it, as
discussed in Chapter Two. Barriers to fully exercising this agency were also identified,
particularly related to family and societal influences, aligning with Chapter Four, as some
respondents noted that women's agency can vary based on circumstances. The minority group,
predominantly male of various age groups, believed that Saudi women lack agency in
achieving economic independence and employment. Women, on the other hand, acknowledged

their agency over their jobs and economic independence, along with awareness of external
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factors that influence their decisions. This perception of women’s lack of agency, especially in
finance, highlights the ongoing impact of patriarchal traditions in Saudi society, discussed in
Chapters Two and Three. It depicts women as dependent on family or the state, with historically

defined roles in private and economic life.

In contrast, women'’s assertion of agency, particularly since recent reforms, indicates a
shift in their subjective self-perceptions, and their increasing participation in the economy
demonstrates their active struggle against societal expectations and legal restrictions. This
divergence in perceptions between Saudi men and women reveals a gender gap in
understanding agency. Perhaps men see agency as either freedom or constraints, while
women’s understanding corresponds with Islamic feminism - i.e. Mahmood theory- that
agency for Muslim women often encompasses not only resistance but also compliance with
societal expectations and the structure provided by society.%*° They express agency through
strategic compliance rather than outright resistance. Notably, the results highlight women’s
awareness of the ongoing obstacles they face when entering the economy, particularly cultural
norms and gender discrimination. Despite these challenges, they remain proactive in seeking
education and engaging in economic activities. ®*° Therefore, their belief in their own agency
seems based on a realistic assessment of both opportunities and limitations. These realities
emphasise the importance of integrating women's agency into legal empowerment strategies
by examining how it is perceived and how it aligns with their actual experiences. Overall,
participants believe that society, family, and personal desire collectively influence the degree

of freedom women have in employment decisions.

639 Such as Sabah Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press 2005).

640 Maryam Jamilah, Rika Isnarti, ‘Pioneering Change: Women’s Economic Empowerment under Saudi Vision
2030 (2024) 19 Sawwa Studi Gender 2.
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In the second question, 37% of employed participants believed that women could assert
their rights at work, while 2% disagreed. Since they ought to be expressing their experiences,
a gap should be filled, presumably related to laws and policies and women’s agency. Studies
discussed in Chapter Two argued several demands of Saudi women regarding work, and the
responses confirmed their ability to demand their rights and express opinions. They also
suggested factors influencing this ability, such as the employer's mindset and personality, as
well as opportunities for female employees to express their opinions and assert their rights
without reservation. Overall, most responses contradict the literature; management and the
work environment appear to play the most significant role in women’s ability to demand their
rights at work, rather than laws and regulations. One respondent, participant No. 35, male,
employed, aged 3140, stated that women can sometimes demand their rights at work if the
manager is fair and has sufficient experience in managing individuals; others, such as
participant No. 41, female and employed, aged 41+ years, indicated that competitive dynamics
among women may lead some to remain silent. This is due to the weak implementation of legal
reforms, particularly in the day-to-day work environment, in addition to the male-dominated
leadership and the conservative or hierarchical management style adopted in institutions,
coupled with cultural norms that discourage women from asserting their rights, as discussed in
Chapters Two, Three, and Four, they prefer to leave the hostile work environment rather than
retaliate or engage with legal channels if internal negotiation is not possible. To empower
women, the need is to build trust in the legal system, emphasise the importance of active
managerial support through training, support internal mechanisms, and shift cultural values

such as social stigma around demanding legal rights.

The third question examines the reciprocal relationship between employment and

agency, as explained in Chapter Five of Kabeer’s theory and in the context of women's legal
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empowerment. It also explores whether employment, as commonly believed, enhances
women's ability to exercise their rights and make decisions.®*! The majority’s responses align
with this presumption. For example, participant No. 35 emphasised that employment aids
decision-making, stating that decisions are either right or wrong and that work experience helps
make the right ones. Another perspective from participant No. 100, a female and employed,
aged 31- 40, highlighted that a woman's engagement with work and decision-making at work
contributes to her confidence in making decisions in her everyday life. A contrasting view from
participant No. 41 argued that employment is unnecessary for developing decision-making
skills, as these skills can be learned in life without being employed. The last response from
M.A., a female employee aged 41+, acknowledged that working women face situations that
require decision-making in both their professional and personal lives, necessitating balanced
decisions about work and family. Perhaps this view depends on the previous two questions: the
individual’s perceived agency and their ability to express opinions and demand rights, given

the circumstances surrounding them.

Participants appear to understand the relationship between agency and employment as
mutually reinforcing. Employed women participants exemplify the negotiation skills they
develop as they enter the workforce; the financial independence provided by their jobs enables
them to engage more actively in decision-making, both within their families and in public
spheres. Under Kabeer’s model of empowerment, educational and employment resources
contribute to this agency. Furthermore, this agency serves as a precondition for employment,
as it demonstrates their contextual agency, as outlined in Mahmood’s theory, by showcasing
the ability to navigate economic, cultural, and familial norms to attain education and secure

employment. The results also align with outcomes observed in the CLEP and Namati projects

41 Sen (n 74).
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mentioned in the literature review, which aimed to empower women; increased agency has led

to greater confidence, inclusion, and influence for women in their families and communities.

Overall, the primary data in Table. 8 indicated a correlation between the perceptions of
the three questions. Respondents who believed that women have full agency over their work
and economic dependence also felt that women were empowered to demand their rights at work
and believed employment enhances their agency. Similarly, those who expressed partial
confidence in women’s agency at work shared doubts about demanding their rights and
exercising their agency, or about being enhanced by employment. In conclusion, the positive
associations across the three questions align with the development theories discussed in
Chapter Five, which suggest that increased awareness and education for women lead to greater

agency across economic activities, from job selection to financial and family decision-making.

7.1.3 Barriers to Saudi Women’s Access to Work

Table. 9 below identifies several key barriers to Saudi women's access to employment.
The most significant barrier, highlighted by 27.50%, was family decisions, followed by the
unavailability of adequate jobs for women at 21.30%. Additionally, 20.60% pointed out the
unavailability of jobs that matched women's qualifications, while societal perceptions
accounted for 14.40%. Absence of regulations was considered a barrier by only 4.40%.
Furthermore, 11.90% believed all of these factors were barriers to Saudi women’s access to
work. More than half of participants (54.00%) felt these barriers moderately affected women,
and 77.00% believed such obstacles remain prevalent today. As a positive outlook, 79.00% of
participants expressed confidence that Saudi women can overcome these barriers. To address

the barriers, 20.00% emphasised the importance of education and training in strengthenin
p p g g g
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women’s agency, while 11.00% advocated for the application of legal empowerment strategies.
Most participants (69.00%) believed that a combination of both would be necessary for Saudi

women to successfully navigate and overcome these barriers.

Table. 9
Note. ® Reflects the number and percentage of participants answering “yes” to this question.

Characteristic
The main barriers to Saudi women’s access to work

Absence of regulations 7 4.40
Unavailability of adequate jobs for women 34 21.30
Unavailability of equivalent jobs to the qualifications 33 20.60
Family decisions 44 27.50
Society perception 23 14.40
All of the above 19 11.90
The effect strength of barriers on women
Low 11 11.00
Moderate 54 54.00
High 35 35.00
The constraints are still present® 77 77.00
Saudi women can overcome barriers* 79 79.00

Participants opinions about Saudi women's need to
overcome these barriers

Strengthening women’s agency through education and 20 20.00
training

Women’s Legal empowerment 11 11.00
All of the above 69 69.00

The Main Barriers to Saudi Women’s Access to Work

As affirmed in the literature review and the thesis’s hypothesis, family plays a

642 The data confirmed

significant role in influencing Saudi women's employment decisions.
this contention; family perceptions and decisions significantly impact women's access to the
job market. Spouses, parents, and other family members often influence whether women pursue

employment, as concerns about work's impact on child-rearing and the potential downsides,

such as low wages, long commutes, or expensive transportation, can create barriers. These

642 E.g. O’Hara (n 128).
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family dynamics may arise from a desire to maintain relationships and adhere to shared values
and ideologies. Moreover, the research findings indicate that family decisions are perceived as
barriers to women's employment, with many respondents acknowledging a moderate to
substantial impact. This viewpoint seems to be shifting slightly due to recent reforms that have
relaxed the guardianship system and softened employment laws for women, elaborated in
Chapter Four. While family decisions still present a tangible obstacle to women's economic
participation in the participants’ views, a significant portion of them believe that women can
negotiate and overcome these challenges, affirming the thesis’s analysis based on the feminist

theory approach.543

The next significant barrier identified is the lack of sufficient job opportunities for
women and the absence of positions matching their qualifications; the data on these factors
remain consistent. Despite government initiatives outlined in Vision 2030 aimed at increasing
women's access to the workforce, such as those discussed in Chapter Three, the evidence
suggests that additional efforts are necessary to bridge these employment gaps. Most perceive
these issues as having a moderate to high impact on women’s employment. Perhaps the modes,
hours, and types of jobs discussed in Chapter Three influence women’s choices. Societal
perceptions about women's work continue to shape which jobs are considered acceptable,
reaffirming the analysis in Chapters Two and Three, which indicate that traditional views

remain deeply ingrained in Saudi culture despite the legal annulment.544

The findings from the research align with existing literature regarding job equivalence
concerning women's qualifications in KSA. The evidence suggests that, although many Saudi

women are highly educated, they often face significant barriers in translating their

643 E.g. Kabeer and Luisa (n 12).
644 Article 149, KSA Labour Law (n 377).
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qualifications into employment. Chapter Four highlights that many women graduate in fields
where market demand is low, and the number of graduates exceeds available job opportunities,
which impedes their employment prospects. Respondents acknowledged the persistence of
these barriers but expressed optimism about overcoming them, particularly through policy
changes and reforms. Some indicated that the lack of effective regulations and clearly defined,
approved job descriptions represent a critical obstacle to women's employment. Thus,
addressing legal implementation issues, ineffectiveness, and the uncertainty surrounding laws
regarding women’s employment should improve the situation. Additionally, several themes
emerged from the respondents' comments. Barriers range from traditional family beliefs that
often position men as the primary providers, discouraging women from seeking work. The
absence of robust regulations and the imposition of challenging conditions by some employers
also hinder women's employment opportunities. Lastly, the struggle to balance work and

family responsibilities is a barrier for many women.

7.1.4. Barriers to Saudi Women’s Legal Empowerment at Work

Table. 10 Note. N = 100.
Characteristic n %
The barriers to women’s legal empowerment at work in KSA

Economic constraints (e.g., lack of or limited access to 27 27.00
appropriate training, inappropriate working conditions, low
wage, etc.)

Social and cultural constraints (e.g., patriarchal culture, 26 26.00
women’s role in social and family functions, etc.)

All of the above 47 47.00

The Barriers to Women’s Legal Empowerment at Work In KSA

The findings in the above table indicate that participants perceive various barriers to
women's legal empowerment in the workforce in KSA. Specifically, 27% identified economic
constraints as a barrier, while 26% pointed to social and cultural factors. A significant 47% of

respondents felt that these obstacles were multidimensional, encompassing both economic and
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social elements. The thesis had anticipated that social and legal constraints would impede
women's legal empowerment, alongside the economic barriers discussed in Chapters Two and
Four. The results support the thesis’s proposition, as the majority of respondents emphasised
the necessity of addressing multiple barriers simultaneously, noting further legal obstacles not
included in the multiple-choice answers, such as those pertaining to work conditions, the work
environment, and unsuitable, unfair, and low wages. Participant No. 41 commented, ‘Unfair
competition in the work environment, competition for senior positions and the entry of
intermediaries are all things that hinder work’. Participants’ comments highlight the
complexity of the barriers and suggest that they need to be addressed simultaneously rather

than individually to develop the most effective strategies for empowering women at work.

Interestingly, a subset of respondents claimed there were no obstacles to women's
employment, implying that desire alone might overcome any barriers. This discrepancy could
arise from a gap between their experiences and the survey options, or perhaps from observing
improved conditions for women in the workforce, leading them to believe that obstacles either
do not exist or can be easily overcome. However, as discussed earlier in Chapter Five, unless
women recognise these barriers and see the need for legal empowerment, merely providing
empowerment initiatives will be insufficient.®*> To effectively promote women’s legal
empowerment in the economy, the strategies proposed in the thesis will need to raise awareness
of economic, cultural, and legal challenges. Solutions must integrate economic opportunities,
sociocultural attitudes, and legal reforms to create impactful interventions. Ultimately, a
detailed exploration of the specific legal, economic, and cultural constraints will be essential
in determining the necessary training and initiatives tailored to empower women in the

workforce.

45 E.g. Cornwall (n 58); Rowlands (n 3).
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7.1.5 Impacts of Regulations and Law Reforms on Women’s Agency and Legal

Empowerment

Table. 11 Note. N = 100.
Characteristic n %
Did regulations impact women’s agency
No 1 1.00
Yes 82 82.00
Fairly 17 17.00
Did law reforms legally empowered women
No 1 1.00
Yes 70 70.00
Fairly 29 29.00

Regulations Impact on Women’s Agency and on Legal Empowerment of Women

Table. 11 findings reveal a significant perception among participants regarding the
impact of regulations on women's agency, particularly in decision-making and employment. A
substantial majority, 82.00%, affirmed that these regulations encouraged women to enter the
workforce, while 70.00% believed that legal reforms effectively empowered women. However,
a small minority expressed scepticism about the beneficial effects of these regulations,
potentially stemming from their own workplace experiences or perceived shortcomings in the
implementation of legal protections. These individuals, primarily employed and over 41 years
of age, might have encountered gaps in legal enforcement or gender discrimination, which

could undermine women's agency and empowerment.

The connection between regulatory impacts and women's agency is reinforced by
participants’ belief that effective legal frameworks enhance women's willingness to act on their

decisions. Many respondents who acknowledged the fairly positive influence of regulations on
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women's agency also recognised the fairly empowering nature of legal reforms. Their views
seem to be influenced by other factors such as societal norms, patriarchal values, and a lack of
awareness of legal rights that could hinder women's ability to utilise the legal tools designed to
enhance their agency. Family dynamics, which may prioritise domestic responsibilities over
professional ambitions, can also play a significant role. Overall, the majority of participants
appreciate the importance of regulations and legal reforms in strengthening women's agency
and empowerment in KSA. Among those linking rules to the agency, 45 of 82 participants were
female, underscoring how legal frameworks can motivate women to enter the workforce,
knowing that the law is in their favour. Laws and regulations led to an increase in the number
of women in the workforce, in line with the statistics presented in the literature review.%¢ The
findings also correspond with the GGGR Index classification of KSA, highlighting the strong

effect of employment regulations on women’s decisions to work. 47

The two questions were linked because the correlation between agency, discussed in
Chapter Five as part of Kabeer’s theory, and legal empowerment was significant. By
application, most participants believed that effective regulations and law reforms would
improve women’s agency, and with agency, women would be more likely to be empowered.
Therefore, the results align with existing literature, which indicates that legal reforms can lead
to increased women’s legal empowerment. In summary, the analysis shows that the sample
views regulations and reforms as complementary factors in promoting women's empowerment
in KSA, with the majority recognising their positive impact. A small minority believed that
rules and legal reforms brought no positive changes. They may have suggested that collective

strategies should work towards women’s legal empowerment, collectively, with laws and

646 B g. General Authority for Statistics, KSA, Labour Market Statistics Q2 2024
<Https://Www.Stats.Gov.Sa/Sites/Default/Files/LMS%200Q2 2024 PR_EN_0.Pdf > accessed 14 October
2024.
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regulations. The following section provides further content analysis of the qualitative data

obtained on the previous themes.

7.2 Qualitative Content Analysis

7.2.1 Factors Enhancing Saudi Women’s Access to Employment

A significant number of respondents, 40.20%, believed that collective factors enhance
Saudi women's chances of employment and access to it. These include employment
regulations, job availability, the suitability of jobs for women’s nature, school education,
university education, training courses, and societal support. 3.70% highlighted job suitability
to women’s nature as a primary enhancer, while 2.80% considered university education,
employment regulations, and laws supporting women to be the main enhancers of women’s
employment. The respondents identified multiple categories, suggesting a related view of these
elements influencing women's access to employment opportunities, which can be categorised
into three themes. Education emerged as a crucial factor, with respondents emphasising the
importance of both school and university education. Legal and regulatory support, particularly
employment laws and regulations that protect women, was seen as vital in shaping employment
opportunities. Finally, job availability and suitability for women's nature were frequently

emphasised.

The data validate the thesis’s approach to uncovering multiple dimensions that affect
women’s access to empowerment and employment in KSA. Respondents noticeably cited
education as the most critical factor, reflecting KSA’s long-standing investment in women's
education. Nonetheless, while education is vital, it is not the sole factor enhancing women’s

access to work, nor does it always lead to employment, as discussed in the literature review
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and the literature gap in Chapter One.%*® Overall, society appeared to recognise the significance
of education for women’s empowerment. Nonetheless, the respondents did not mention
women's issues in education in KSA, possibly indicating a knowledge gap. The second major
factor was legal and regulatory support, suggesting that laws and regulations can influence
societal views. Chapter Four discussed how legal reforms could drive substantial changes, as
the results show, particularly when combined with other strategies. The third theme, concerning
job availability and suitability for women, aligns with KSA’s social context and cultural
perceptions of work deemed appropriate for women. A combination of education, legal
support, and job-related factors is considered the most effective strategy for enhancing

women's employment opportunities in KSA.

Additionally, personal and family responsibilities emerged as a common concern, with
respondents suggesting that women should seek employment to support themselves and their
families. Some perspectives reflected the belief that work is a means for women, not an end,
highlighting a deeply held view among female respondents that employment is secondary
unless they are heads of households. Female participants also emphasised that a positive
working environment, characterised by mutual respect, significantly influences their desire to
work. This view surely traces back to the values, ideologies and beliefs families and society
follow. Lastly, a male respondent, participant No. 36 employed age 31-40 emphasised the
importance of justice in job allocation, arguing that ‘We currently rely mostly on employing
women by taking advantage of the systems and laws that support them, rather than on their
academic preparation and qualification and qualifying them to required capabilities’, indeed
positions should be assigned based on qualifications and experience, rather than simply

fulfilling quotas or initiatives to employ women. This viewpoint highlights the importance of

648 B g. Alhawsawi & Jawhar (n 391).
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adequate preparation for women to ensure they are well equipped for their roles, with a focus
on employment that serves meaningful purposes beyond merely meeting statistical targets.

7.2.2  Saudi’s Sources of Information on Employment Legal Rights

The most frequently mentioned source of information that Saudi women use to learn
about their employment legal rights was senior colleagues at work, mentioned by 23
participants (21.50%). The Ministry of HRSD was the second most common single source,
mentioned by 17 participants (15.90%). The majority, 29.00%, relied on a combination of
sources, with free lawyer groups in WhatsApp and Telegram being a common additional
source. The combination of Free Lawyers’ groups on WhatsApp and Telegram, Senior
colleagues at work, Paid Lawyers, and Legal Consultants is mentioned by 6.50% of

participants.

Respondents tend to seek information using the most straightforward methods, often
starting with their senior colleagues, who are assumed to be experienced. This highlights the
importance of co-workers and human resources employees as sources of information on
employers’ legal rights. This reliance on internal networks underscores their significant role.
However, issues can arise from this source, including inaccurate, incomplete, or biased
information. Moreover, the data emphasised the importance of official governmental sources
for legal information, particularly those from the Ministry of HRSD. The channels it offers,
including a complaints portal, a call centre, and social media, are preferred because online
communication is easier than visiting the premises in person. This form of communication,
while accurate, may not provide sufficient depth to fully understand legal rights; face-to-face
interactions may offer more comprehensive information tailored to the employee’s specific

casec.
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Similarly, the use of social media applications, where individuals can learn from others’
experiences, as well as online lawyer groups, appeared to be popular and easy to access.
Nonetheless, such sources may disseminate incorrect or misleading legal information,
potentially leading to misunderstandings of employment legal rights. Lastly, only 3.70% of
participants mentioned paid lawyers and legal consultants, indicating that they are typically
consulted only in serious matters because of their expertise. Most respondents do not favour
paid legal services unless necessary, suggesting that direct legal consultation is not the primary
means for understanding employment legal rights. Overall, respondents reported challenges
communicating with external parties for legal information, suggesting difficulties accessing
specific sources, and one participant called for periodic manuals with legal updates distributed
in workplaces. Finally, this theme emphasises the importance of easy access to information. It
may be beneficial to offer reliable online resources and applications that enable direct
engagement with beneficiaries, and to integrate periodic legal campaigns into legal

empowerment strategies.
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7.2.3 Participants' Views on Women’s Legal Empowerment in the Economy

Figure. 2

* Responses

* Excellent, Awesome, Very good, Wonderful, were
Positive Feedback frequently used to express approval of the
concept

* Emphasis on the importance of women' legal

Support for Women's Rights rights and duties at work.

Call for Education and + Suggestions to increasing awareness and providie
Awareness training opportunities.

» Expressions on the need for careful
implementation, with considerations for cultural
and social aspects.

Concerns about
Implementation

 Statements on the need for further research,
development, or continuous improvement on
legal empowerement.

Desire for Further
Development

* Creation of high economic roles and reducing

Economic Empowerment
P women's unemployment.

* Minimal negative feedback or scepticism about
the concept.

Limited Negative Feedback

Participants’ Views on Women’s Legal Empowerment in the Labour Sector

Participants generally had positive views of women's legal empowerment in the labour
sector. Content analysis of their responses revealed a predominantly positive sentiment towards
the idea, highlighting key issues that need to be addressed. Figure. 2 above outlines the main
themes and sentiments extracted from the responses. The data indicate their almost unanimous
recognition of the importance of women’s legal empowerment in the labour sector, as they
generally accept the thesis’s proposal and affirm its necessity for protecting women's rights in
the labour market. Many respondents called for education and awareness programs to ensure

that women are informed about their legal rights and obligations. To succeed, they suggested
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that women's empowerment should be rationalised and balanced, and that societal values
respected. Notably, there was recognition of the gap in the legal empowerment of women in
the country, highlighting a need for further research and development. While the economic
benefits of women's participation in the labour market were acknowledged, concerns were
raised about the concept's effectiveness in the context of KSA. Some respondents feared that
unfair job allocation could result from focusing on women’s legal empowerment, as men who
are qualified and experienced should not be deprived of leading roles based on fulfilling quotas
and reaching set targets for women's representation within institutions. Such concerns were
noted in discussions on the feminisation of labour and the Saudisation context in earlier
chapters. This negative feedback suggests that the benefits of legal empowerment might be
overstated in KSA, and that counterarguments should be considered. Overall, while there
appears to be support for legal empowerment as a means enabling women to participate in the
workforce voluntarily, some resistance from traditional societal values and norms may be

encountered, although it is expected to be minimal; balance is always necessary.

7.2.4 Participants’ Opinions on Legal Reforms in KSA

The respondents' views about the country's legal reforms regarding employment and
their impact on Saudi women’s lives were generally positive. The primary data indicated that
these reforms had a significant impact on women's lives. However, some concerns were raised
about potential negative effects on family roles and women’s independence. For instance,
participant No.37, female, employed, age 41+ noted, ‘The life of Saudi woman has been
approved by our Sharia and her rights are clear, and for whoever is ignorant of it or has not
searched knowledge of it should not wait for whoever gives it to them on a golden platter.’

suggesting a recognition of reform's benefits while expressing concern over its implications. A
g8 g g p g p
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majority highlighted that the reforms played a role in empowering women and supporting their
roles in society. Participant No. 63, female, employed age 25-30 stated ‘yes, personally my
life has changed’, participant No.65, male, self-employed, age 41+ stated ¢ Yes, it opened a
good path to her to demonstrate her abilities and presence in all forums’ Other responses
acknowledged the positive effects but expressed concerns, such as participant No. 66, male,
unemployed 41+ stating ‘... it will affect her role in building her family and neglecting her
responsibilities’ and participant No.23, male, employed age 41+ stating ‘... it has other effects
such as making a working woman think that she is independent, strong and can live her life

independently and get separated from her husband and children’.

The above sentiments are echoed by the concerns mentioned in the literature review,
such as in Chapter Two on the Saudisation of the labour market initiatives and in Chapter Three
under the women’s double burden section. The legal empowerment of women within the
economy is advocated in the thesis as a complementary approach, enabling them to maintain
their traditional roles while also contributing financially to their families. To support women’s
employment without disrupting family dynamics, legal reforms must be implemented. Policies
concerning maternity leave, flexible working hours, childcare, and part-time job opportunities
are essential in encouraging women to participate in the workforce and improve their lives, as
discussed in Chapter Three. The thesis proposes family-friendly policies tailored to the needs
of Saudi women, aiming to alleviate concerns about the potential negative impacts of women’s
employment on family life. These legal reforms, part of broader legal empowerment strategies,
are intended to enhance women’s agency both at home and in the workplace. This approach
enables women to make informed decisions about balancing home and work without feeling
pressured. By enhancing their independence and confidence, alongside financial stability and

respect for their identities and valued roles, women can find a harmonious balance in their
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lives. Moreover, legal reforms should be sensitive to cultural values, promoting economic
stability and enhancing family income without challenging societal beliefs and ideologies. The
discussed concerns also underscore the importance of a legal awareness strategy, as proposed
in the thesis. Initiatives aimed at increasing legal awareness should address misconceptions and
fears surrounding women’s employment, highlighting the benefits of reform for both women
and society. Emphasising women’s economic independence and its positive impact on the

future of families and children is vital to promoting a more inclusive society.

7.2.4.1 Opinions on the Role of Legal Reforms in Women’s Lives

The content analysis examined participants' opinions on how legal reforms have
affected the public and private lives of Saudi women, revealing a range of perspectives.
Respondents expressing affirmative views, such as participant No. 3, female, employed, aged
41+; participant No. 4, female, employed, aged 25-30; and participant No. 8, male, employed,
aged 41+, believed that legal reforms significantly boost women's confidence, self-reliance,
and ability to confront challenges. They also noted these reforms empower women, increase
their awareness of their rights, support them, and give them the freedom to make independent
decisions. Participants also referred to the historical context, emphasising how legal
empowerment has improved women’s lives. Participant No. 80, female, unemployed, aged 18—
24, stated, ‘in the past, women were often fearful and scared; they might have faced oppression
and injustice. However, with the introduction of laws aimed at improving their lives from
various perspectives, the situation has changed significantly, even among other groups. This is
largely due to their fear of the law, which has begun to grant women several rights. Whoever
is oppressed by society, the law stands with them’ as she expressed. Furthermore, the responses

suggested that a legal reform strategy is more effective when combined with other strategies,
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as the thesis proposes, such as raising awareness. For instance, participant No. 20, male,
employed, aged 41+, explained, ‘she needs to be aware of her rights or lack of rights’. However,
some participants provided mixed perspectives, recognising the importance of legal reforms
but also highlighting potential adverse effects, such as their influence on family dynamics,
societal values, family unity, and the allocation of responsibilities. For example, participant
No. 66, male, unemployed, aged 41+, stated, ‘It must be taken into account that she is a Female,
and no wise is the male like the female.” He also added, ‘it will affect her role in building her

family and neglecting her responsibilities’.

Based on the majority's perceptions above, it could be said that perhaps the legal
reforms had an impact in KSA because of the way they were presented; they were widely
circulated in the media and attracted most of the world’s attention. Perhaps the significant leap
they presented had an impact on Saudi women's agency or even encouraged it. Such a result is
promising for other women’s legal empowerment strategies. Nevertheless, despite the
improvements brought about by the reforms, their disadvantages should be addressed, perhaps
by employing other strategies such as raising awareness, effective implementation, and the
policies discussed in Chapter Three that acknowledge women’s double burden, to ensure a
balanced outcome. Results indicate similar thoughts; for instance, participant No.3, female,
employed, aged 41+, stated: ‘Personally, I believe that the rights of Saudi women have been
preserved and still are, and the issue may lie in how the mechanisms are implemented or in the
efforts of parties or individuals who have not enforced the laws as they are or should be.’
Referring to the double burden, participant No.34, male, employed, aged 41+, said, ‘Legal
reforms do not solely depend on women’s work without considering the rest of their affairs’.
In summary, most respondents believed that legal reforms had a positive impact on women's

public and private lives. The themes of empowerment, independence, and increased awareness
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were prominent in the analysis. While some recognise potential challenges, the overall

sentiment remains favourable towards the role of legal reforms in shaping women's lives.

7.2.4.2 Opinions on Regulations of Women's Employment

This content analysis provided insights into respondents' opinions on public and private
regulations aimed at encouraging women’s employment. A significant share of respondents
(35.50%) expressed positive views, affirming that regulations support women's employment.
They stressed specific measures, such as providing on-site childcare, offering part-time jobs,
and allowing remote work arrangements, to encourage women's participation in the workforce.
Notably, there was a call for employers to provide affordable on-site nurseries, particularly for
breastfeeding mothers. E.g. participant No. 41 stated: “Women need a nursery at the workplace
for their children, especially those who are breastfeeding - working remotely eased work for
many women as it considers their family matters’. Participant No. 82, female, employed, 31-
40 agreed, stating, ‘Many issues are overlooked and not mentioned in the regulations despite
their importance to work, such as being subjected to hard or full-time work, the lack of facilities
for children because she does not have a female domestic worker, or the nature of the work not
being suitable her.” These demands for the introduction of various job and childcare facilities
stem from both genders, particularly among employed and married individuals, highlighting
the obstacles families face when the mother desires to or becomes employed. The findings
resonate with the discussions in Chapter Three, emphasising the necessity to address women’s

needs in the workplace.
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Providing high-quality childcare facilities at work enhances productivity and job
satisfaction among employees.®* Participant No. 72, female, employed, age 31-40 stated in
support, if there is comfort provided to her, her effectiveness at work would increase’
Participant No.97, female, employed, age 31- 40 agreed, ‘Yes, it will help women to be creative
at work’, participant No. 35 further agreed that: “Yes, it encourages women and will lead to
increased productivity’. Employers also benefit from attracting and retaining talented women
in gaining governmental incentives associated with hiring women, discussed in Nitaqat scheme
in Chapter Two, while aligning with Vision 2030 objectives too. Similarly, the demand for
varied job modes highlights the importance of work-life balance for women, enabling them to
effectively balance their personal desires, cultural expectations, and professional
responsibilities. Opinions were in line, for example, participant No. 92, female, student, age
25-30 stated, ‘Yes, it is a need/woman's nature to care and ensure the safety of her children;
having them around in the work environment helps’, participant No. 89, female, student, age
25-30, added ‘good, they might encourage her to get employed; and participant No. 84, female,
employed, age 41+, stated ‘Yes, to reduce the reasons of some women's reluctance to work’.
Lastly, Participant No. 48, male, employed, age 25-30, explained in agreement but pointing to
an important disadvantage of such modes of work, ‘Yes, it is possible, and it will be easier for
her if the matter is handled remotely, with facilities for the children provided, which will always

encourage her. I see that the part-time salary may be low’.

The anticipated drawback of these new job models is low wages, which women already
experience in full-time, on-site jobs. This is a significant issue to address in such policies, as

recommended by this analysis. Moreover, respondents mentioned the need for greater

49 Ahmed M. Asfahani, Abdullah Eskandarany, Dina Abdullah Dahlan, Zia Ullah, Hina Khan and Rehana
Naheed, ‘Empowering Women in Saudi Workforce: HR, Job Satisfaction, and Policies for Work—Life Balance’
(2024) 16 Sustainability 20.
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awareness and support for women in the workforce, along with updates and effective
implementation of existing regulations. Participant No. 93, female, employed age 31-40
affirmed that women are ‘In need of awareness and increased support’ and Participant No. 15,
female, employed, age 31-40 asserted, ‘They need updates and the responsible institutions
should make sure of the implementations’ further supported by participant No.68, Male,
employed, age 41+ that these new odes are ‘Excellent if implemented and made effective’.
This underscores the importance of legislative enforcement, potentially through investigative
procedures or feedback mechanisms from workplaces to ensure compliance, as suggested in

Chapter Four.

Overall, the responses were characterised by positive, supportive language, with terms
such as 'encouraging', 'motivating', and 'excellent' reflecting a favourable attitude towards the
new regulations. Vision 2030's strategic framework was emphasised as a catalyst for positive
changes in women’s employment. Nonetheless, several respondents emphasised the
importance of subjective empowerment, agreeing with the thesis’s suggestion in Chapter Five.
They pointed out that existing regulations and demanding them are insufficient if women are
not personally empowered. For example, participant No. 73, male, employed, age 41+,
affirmed, “What is mentioned is available in most sectors, but the woman needs to manage her
time and understand the distribution of tasks. She should choose what suits her family
circumstances so that she does not lose her family or family members, ensuring that her job
does not take precedence over her family.” Otherwise, she could face a bigger problem.
Participant No. 20, male, employed, age 41+ added, ‘Yes, it helps certain women to some
extent, but some of them do not have commitments; therefore, going out to work is a
psychological break for them’. The respondents saw regulations as a means to reduce the

reasons for women's reluctance to work. This highlights the importance of the language used
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in policies and the methods by which awareness and knowledge of such regulations are
disseminated; however, efforts are also needed from women to grasp such opportunities.
Overall, many respondents believe the proposed regulations would increase productivity and

creativity among women in the workforce.

7.2.4.3 Participants’ Views: Did Reforms Legally Empower Women?

The discussion surrounding the legal empowerment of women following recent reforms
reveals a spectrum of opinions. On the one hand, some comments suggested positive outcomes,
such as women being employed in new fields, including the legal profession, and the significant
role it has played in allowing women to drive. These suggest that such reforms have enhanced
women’s and families’ lives and are being accepted by society, implying an optimistic outlook
for further improvement. Participant No. 14, female, employed, age 41+ stated: ‘Praise be to
God, the woman has begun to rely on herself with the right behaviour’. Other comments, on
the other hand, highlighted challenges and negative consequences of legal reforms affecting
women, including potential misuse and adverse effects on families. The comments implied
reluctance to accept reforms that might destroy society's values if not used appropriately.
Participant No.66, a male, unemployed, and aged 41+, explained, ‘There were some (reforms)
that empowered (women) and some badly affected her, causing family dysfunction and
disintegration. Reforms that led to the loss of children and the activation of other measures in
society (security, economic, and psychological); he also pointed to reform outcomes that
‘negatively affected manners and children’s behaviour and other social issues’. In agreement,
participant No. 41 added: ‘Some benefited from it, and others misused it to destroy values and

principles of society’.
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From the above comments, there appears to be a holistic view of the reforms, possibly
linking women-related issues to their children, families, and society. Perhaps the belief is that
whatever affects women also affects their families. The views were significant, as discussed
in Chapter Five, which presents development theory. Investing in women often affects their
families, and, according to respondents’ comments, the converse should also be considered.
i.e. losing norms and values related to women leads to adverse effects on their family, possibly
in terms of children’s behaviour and upbringing. Therefore, while focusing on women’s
agency, empowerment, and development, great consideration should also be given to the
societal context. If women are diverted from family responsibilities and with the existence of
certain males allocated roles towards families, the children might become the victims.
Participant No. 35 commented, referring to values that ‘We hope that Sharia is taken into
account’ in these reforms. These comments inferred the advantages and disadvantages of legal
reforms in the eyes of society, suggesting the need for a balanced approach to all women’s

legal empowerment in employment strategies.

Finally, Participant No. 73, female, employed, 41+, indicated, ‘Reforms begin with the
individual so that they can have a greater impact on the workplace — sometimes she is aware
of the laws and regulations but chooses silence out of fear and ignorance, which is where the
problem arises’. Participant No. 80, female, unemployed, age 18-24, commented, ‘There is still
ignorance in some families, but there has also been a significant improvement over the past
five years regarding the importance of employing women, as well as in the almost impossible
conditions imposed by employers.” These mixed comments addressed the current situation of
women in relation to legal empowerment initiatives, with a focus on women taking charge of

their roles and behaviours; most agreed that legal reforms have generally empowered women.
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They expressed a sense of legal empowerment for women, with diverse opinions and

considerations about the actual impact of reforms on women's roles and societal dynamics.

Conclusion

The study presented evidence from the KSA context regarding women in the economy.
It used primary data to identify the factors influencing Saudi women's participation in the
economy and the employment barriers they face. The questionnaire's key findings indicated
that awareness of the importance of women’s work is high in KSA; however, it varies across
individuals based on their social and educational backgrounds, highlighting the need for further
awareness initiatives. Saudi women appear capable of making decisions about their
employment; nonetheless, family and societal influences significantly affect their choices. This
underscores the importance of enhancing women’s agency, knowledge, and awareness through
various methods, empowering them to make more informed decisions. The data identified the
most prominent and persistent barriers to women’s access to work, including family decisions,
the unavailability of suitable jobs for women, and a lack of roles matching their qualifications.
The primary data underlined the importance of understanding these barriers' nature and causes,
as well as exploring potential solutions to overcome or reduce their impact. Moreover, the
findings emphasised the need to strengthen women’s agency, which could be achieved through
education and training, followed by legal empowerment strategies. Perspectives on regulations
and legal reforms varied among participants, illustrating their influence on women. Positive,
negative, and sceptical comments were analysed, leading to the conclusion that these factors
significantly encourage women’s economic participation. Overall, the questionnaire aimed to
gather insights from economic, social, and cultural perspectives to propose legal empowerment

strategies suited to the context of KSA, as outlined in the upcoming discussion chapter.
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Chapter Eight

Discussion

The previous chapter analysed the collected primary data; this chapter presents the key
findings in response to the study's key questions, connecting them to the previous literature,
empirical studies, and the theoretical framework. The thesis examined the most effective legal
empowerment strategies for empowering Saudi women in the employment sector by
distributing a survey questionnaire. It aimed to ascertain that legal empowerment is the most
effective way to enable Saudi women to participate in the economy, based on literature and the
results and analysis of the survey questionnaires. This chapter begins with a summary of the
study's findings and discusses them in response to the thesis's key questions. The questions
aimed to identify the initiatives undertaken in KSA to encourage women’s participation in the
workforce and to evaluate their effectiveness. They involved identifying the primary barriers
to women’s economic participation and the challenges they face in employment and exploring
and analysing how women’s legal empowerment strategies can be applied to foster their
economic participation. Additionally, they sought to examine the effectiveness of these
strategies in improving women’s circumstances in the country and to identify the roles Saudi
women play in empowering themselves. Lastly, the chapter concludes by highlighting the
research’s contribution to knowledge through integrating the findings into the conceptual
framework and demonstrating the need for legal empowerment strategies in women’s

employment within the country.
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8.1 Discussion and Implications

This research is unique in examining Saudi societal perspectives from both male and
female viewpoints on women’s legal empowerment. It applies theories that have not been
previously investigated in the KSA context, predicts their outcomes, and provides context-
specific insights into Saudi women's participation in the economy. The study’s significance
lies in its proposed strategies that can lead to tangible changes in KSA. Considering its unique
cultural and social context, which has not been deeply explored, a theoretical framework is
developed by adapting existing empowerment models from international organisations,
feminist scholars, and development experts to fit the KSA context. Its theoretical innovation is
found in the new insights it offers into their applicability, both individually and in combination,
within the KSA setting. Integrating these theories both in theory and practice to develop the
most appropriate strategies for Saudi women’s legal empowerment is a unique and original
contribution of this research. The study fills a research gap by examining the application of the
new legal empowerment approach to enable women to participate in the economy in KSA
through both quantitative and qualitative methods. It highlights barriers to women’s legal
empowerment and participation from the viewpoints of feminism, Islamic feminism, and
development theories; it adapts strategies previously used by the CLEP to fit the country's
specific circumstances and context. In this section, the key findings and implications of the
research are discussed in relation to existing literature, linking them to the objectives of the

thesis, along with suggestions for policy and practice. They are as follows:

8.1.1 Challenges and Progress of Women's Employment in KSA

The study examined the factors that encourage and discourage Saudi women from

participating in the economy. The results showed that family has the most significant influence
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on women’s employment decisions, especially regarding paternalistic male duties towards
women, where fathers or brothers influence employment choices. Additionally, family
considerations also involve a husband and children, with women bearing the primary
responsibility for them. Across the survey’s comments and responses, there was widespread
agreement that family decisions are a major deterrent to women’s employment choices.
Cultural influence has also been linked to family influence, particularly in the attribution of
primary gender roles and obligations to women within the family and society. Overall, family,
social, and cultural influences all play a crucial role in either encouraging or discouraging
women’s participation in the economy. Their effect is evident in Saudi women’s public and
private lives; consequently, employment decisions rooted in paternal or fraternal perspectives

are framed within patriarchal practices that impact women’s agency, as discussed in the thesis.

Based on the above discussion, the family is also the primary supporter of women’s
employment. The lack of such support results from several factors, including job unsuitability
in terms of location, wages, environment, and facilities for women and children, as well as the
inadequacy of available jobs to women’s qualifications and the incompatibility of work with
women’s nature, which was the most emphasised. These factors act as barriers to women’s
employment, hindering their ability to pursue job opportunities. Family decisions based on
these factors may sometimes be valid; nonetheless, the legal empowerment suggested in this
study entails that women see their choices as agents, unaffected by familial and societal
influences, and act to eliminate or reduce the effects of those factors. The findings seem to
affirm the persistence of patriarchal practices despite ongoing efforts to promote women’s
employment. Recommendations advocate for adopting legal empowerment strategies,
including societal awareness, training, and advocacy for legal reforms, which clarify and

distinguish between legal requirements and cultural norms, along with raising awareness of the
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impact of institutionalised patriarchy on families and society, and vice versa, as discussed in

Chapters Two, Three, Four, and Five.

Not only was the family’s lack of support for women’s employment a factor, but also
the availability of jobs that matched qualifications and were suitable for women’s nature was
widely recognised by both genders as influencing employment. These barriers can be tackled
by advocating for legal reforms and monitoring their implementation, especially by paying
close attention to reported mischievous acts and policies. For example, employers should be
required to ensure a balanced distribution of job opportunities for both genders, preventing
their organisations from appearing male-dominated. This approach mirrors the quota
requirements introduced in the Saudisation and Nitagat policies. Employers must also follow
specific job description guidelines that help women assess job suitability based on their skills
and qualifications. These guidelines should remove any unreasonable or unrealistic conditions
that could lead to indirect discrimination against women. Additionally, they should help
prevent mismatches between the required qualifications, the advertised job, and its salary and
benefits. All efforts should be supported by legal empowerment strategies calling for reforms,
legislative acts, and the enforcement of laws and policies that prohibit job discrimination
against women. These strategies should also promote equality in access to opportunities and
pay, as recommended. Moreover, raising women's awareness of their labour rights and wage
entitlements is important. Public and worksite awareness of legal obligations and employment
protections should be increased through campaigns or educational programmes run by the
government or relevant stakeholders. Such measures aim to eliminate the barriers women face

in the workplace.
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In women’s employment, the primary data emphasise the importance of updating
workplace policies to meet women’s needs, such as maternity leave, childcare facilities,
affordable nurseries, and breastfeeding hours. Additionally, part-time jobs and roles with
flexible working hours should be offered due to their high demand and their role in encouraging
Saudi women to participate in the economy and resolve many family-work balance debates.
Such regulations are the most effective way to address these demands and reduce the double
burden on women. Formalising and regulating these demands are forms of women’s
empowerment in the employment sector, as they influence women’s decisions to seek
employment, improve their quality of life, better manage their obligations, and enhance their
circumstances. Moreover, respondents did not regard marriage or having children as
employment barriers; instead, they emphasised facilities that help in planning and caring for
the family as essential, which supports the literature discussed. This highlights the need to
provide more incentives and assurances to women concerning their family responsibilities and

work, including working hours, modes of employment, childcare facilities, benefits, and leaves.

The study recommends that maternity and paternity leaves be extended in line with the
ILO’s recommendations, and that part-time, remote work, and flexible hours systems be
promoted as options. A key policy priority should be to plan the most tolerable flexible
arrangements organisations can offer for women to assist them in finding the perfect working
arrangement. This includes eliminating gender-specific and status-specific costs for employers,
combined with promoting institutions in opening childcare facilities and introducing schemes
that assist employers in payment of maternity and paternity leaves, fundamentals to be
considered by policymakers. The legal empowerment strategy for access to legal support assists

women in obtaining legal aid to resolve issues and advocate for their needs. It guarantees that
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policies promoting women's participation in the workforce are prioritised, and that those

lacking support are revised or removed if discriminatory.

The main theoretical implication of this study indicates that most Saudi women aim to
balance paid employment with family life. Meanwhile, only a small group was purely family-
centred, based on the Preference-driven Theory. This supports the idea that Saudi women are
willing to enter the workforce if suitable conditions are provided. Recognising this
classification is vital for respecting women’s choices and boosting their agency. The findings
have important implications for understanding how to reduce the double burden faced by Saudi
women through legal reforms, training, awareness campaigns, and strengthening workplace
inspection systems as strategies for legal empowerment. Primarily, it is vital to eliminate
practices that discriminate against married women, pregnant women, and mothers at any
employment stage, and to hold employers accountable for legal breaches. Additionally, there
is aneed to advocate for new laws or reforms on the duration and financial benefits of maternity
and paternity leave in the country. Thirdly, addressing issues around childcare facilities—
particularly their availability at workplaces and nearby locations, as well as their cost—and
simplifying the legal conditions for their provision is essential. Lastly, expanding and
promoting diverse work arrangements, including flexible working options, is imperative.
Policymakers and stakeholders should consider these strategies, alongside efforts by
empowerment and development organisations, to raise awareness and ensure women’s voices

are heard.

The legal reform strategy is important for empowering Saudi women; the specific
reforms discussed in Chapter Four have notably increased women's agency and been highly

effective in promoting their participation in the workforce. However, insights from this study
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reveal a societal hesitation towards this strategy, mainly due to its social effects on women’s
lives. Most views see reforms as a double-edged sword, with the potential to either empower
women or undermine societal values by disrupting families and affecting children’s security,
well-being, and behaviour. The data show that legal reforms are most effective when combined
with other strategies, such as education, training, and awareness campaigns. These findings
support the thesis’s suggestion in Chapter Four. Raising awareness and self-consciousness
initiatives should accompany legal reforms to address concerns about beliefs, values, and
family security. Only 1% of respondents see legal reforms as effective on their own, indicating
a public need for clearer legal interpretation and advocacy. Legal empowerment strategies,
such as providing legal support and advice services, along with training and educational
campaigns, should be implemented. This approach will help Saudi women better understand
how and when to use the law to their benefit, possibly enabling them to utilise legal rights
according to their needs without compromising other aspects of their lives. Addressing the

concerns of the majority could speed up the positive impact of these reforms.

The thesis offers a thorough analysis of women's employment in KSA, highlighting its
dual nature as both a personal and societal issue. Family influence significantly shapes
employment choices, reflecting societal attitudes towards the types of jobs women should
pursue. A key finding of the research is recognising women's agency, which many believe
enhances their economic participation. Employment is regarded as a catalyst that strengthens
this agency, underlining its significance in feminist theories and women's legal empowerment
at work. Feminists acknowledge how different circumstances affect women’s choices and their
exercise of agency. The study indicates that Saudi women make decisions based on their
individual situations, leading to the conclusion that initiatives aimed at bolstering their agency

are likely to yield positive outcomes. In fact, this study confirms that education and training
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are vital tools for assisting women in overcoming employment barriers, alongside family
support, societal acceptance, and clear, supportive regulations. Furthermore, the findings align
with development theories discussed earlier in Chapter Five, showing that women in KSA are
aware of the various factors affecting their agency. However, some participants remain
sceptical about a direct link between agency and employment, viewing it as a skill to be learned
and developed through life experiences rather than being solely gained through work. Despite
this, many recognise that employment can enhance women’s confidence and decision-making
abilities, aligning with development theories that argue jobs can improve women's self-
awareness and collective action. Overall, these results suggest that the WAD approach to
development theories, explained in Chapter Five, which integrates public and private spheres
in understanding women’s circumstances within their families, social stereotypes, and personal

aspirations for employment, should be adopted in KSA.

Moreover, Inglehart’s Modernisation theory served as a foundational framework for
analysing the results, which determined that economic development plays a significant role in
promoting women's employment. The primary data confirms the application of the theory to
women’s cases in KSA; nonetheless, it also reveals the impact of social, religious, and cultural
views on women’s decisions to participate in the workforce. The primary data indicate that
Saudi women's agency is closely tied to Sharia compliance and is essential in shaping their
participation in the workforce; such compliance is affirmed as necessary in all the suggested
legal empowerment strategies, particularly the legal reforms. Hence, Inglehart’s Modernisation
theory appears to be of limited relevance for KSA; the primary data support the thesis’s analysis
of its application to the KSA context in Chapter Five. Firstly, the results confirm that KSA
remains in the initial phase of Industrialisation and has not yet progressed to the post-

Modernisation phase outlined in the theory. Even during this phase of industrialisation, the
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population's value system remains largely unaffected by economic development. That is, while
patriarchy has indeed been weakened by developmental approaches, there still appears to be
widespread acceptance among Saudi women of the idea of a fluid and interconnected self,
based on the primary data. Their identities are shaped and closely tied to family, cultural
context, communities, social roles, and relationships rather than individual attributes. Although
this attribute enables a deeper understanding of how to navigate the complex social landscape,
it also limits their sense of individualism and self-expression. Additionally, the primary data
supports the thesis’s analysis by indicating that oil-based development in KSA has not
significantly advanced women's employment; it has not even been mentioned as impacting
women’s employment at present. Instead, the main concerns of the respondents have been the
economic situation of the family, women’s agency, and economic opportunities as primary

drivers for employment.

Lastly, the study enhances existing knowledge of Saudi women’s employment
landscape by featuring the perspective of Islamic feminists, who assert that agency and
empowerment should be rooted in religious principles, a view consistently upheld throughout
the investigation. The findings generally reflect respect for Islamic principles and modesty in
shaping women's agency, decision-making, and strategies for legal empowerment. For
instance, both male and female respondents often see conflicts with family responsibilities and
women's inherent nature as detrimental to legal empowerment efforts. These trends are
consistent with the Islamic feminist approach to empowerment and agency, both of which are
seen as bound by religious doctrines. Aligning with Islamic feminism, female participants also
view agency as an expression of societal norms. One participant remarked that ‘the society’s
culture is changed in terms of their view of a working woman,’ highlighting how greater

societal acceptance has alleviated the pressure to fight for employment. Acknowledging this,
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economic barriers are regarded as more pressing obstacles. When navigating employment, 24%
of female participants identified societal perceptions as a barrier, while 15% considered it the

primary obstacle, reflecting the significant influence of societal views on women.

By integrating accepted customs and religious beliefs into legal empowerment
initiatives, progress in Saudi women’s participation in the labour sector has been notable. The
data suggests that changing societal attitudes could open up further opportunities for women
and boost economic engagement. Additionally, the principle of Islamic feminism—that women
exercise agency as a modality of action after understanding societal norms, expressing
themselves confidently, and maintaining societal standards—applies in KSA, albeit with
certain reservations. This is relevant because the findings offer important insights into how
Saudi women view themselves and their actions. Most male participants believed women could
freely voice their opinions and demand their rights at work, but most women disagreed. Since
men are voicing their perceptions of women’s agency while women are the actual actors, it
appears that this form of agency, advocated by Islamic feminists, exists in KSA; societal
reserves remain crucial. These insights are highly valuable for policymakers, especially in

designing training, educational initiatives, and legal reforms.

8.1.2 Pathways to Women's Legal Empowerment in KSA

The study aimed to develop the most effective strategies for women’s legal empowerment in
KSA, achieved through exploring the legal, economic, and theoretical aspects of women’s
empowerment. Three main challenges to women’s empowerment were identified: cultural and
societal attitudes, economic limitations, and legal obstacles. The primary data confirms these

challenges and also shows their magnitude. Economic limitations were considered the most
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significant challenge, followed by cultural and then legal barriers. This view can be explained
by respondents’ perception that economic difficulties are unmanageable and out of their
control, whereas social and legal challenges—placed lower on the scale—are seen as more

susceptible to change and influence.

Regarding the economic challenge, the legal empowerment of women has emerged as
a progressive and welcomed change in the study. For example, the primary data indicate a
growing acceptance of women in leadership roles, challenging longstanding norms that have
confined them to secondary positions. This shift not only improves gender equality but also
enhances women’s decision-making and innovation, thereby positioning the economy for
greater success and growth. Additionally, as seen in other MENA countries, the responses show
that the financial independence that employment offers motivates women in KSA. Respondent
No. 41 emphasised the issue of women’s jobs that do not match their qualifications: ‘[T]he
goal is not only work, but productivity, financial benefit, and community service’, so
employment is not only seen as fulfilling basic requirements. Respondent No. 75, female,
employed, age 41+, noted in support that women’s jobs have become a ‘financial necessity’
and further stressed that °....the financial obstacle is one of the biggest obstacles’, referring to
the challenge of the minimal wages women receive. In this context, legal empowerment
emerges as a highly sought-after solution to these economic challenges, as it gives women

greater autonomy over their financial and career decisions.

In addressing the legal and cultural barriers to women's empowerment in KSA, a central
theme emerged: the respondents’ intricate intertwining of the two challenges. While many
assert that women’s employment rights are protected and that the law fulfils all women’s legal

needs, they also advocate for legal empowerment to further safeguard and enhance women’s
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rights. For instance, although Article 149 of the Labour Law, concerning the nature of women
and employment, has been repealed, aligning available employment opportunities with
women’s natures remains one of the most emphasised topics among the respondents. They
appeared to overlook the aforementioned legal provision, indicating a significant disconnect
between the legal requirement and society’s perceptions of women and employment. Three
distinct viewpoints illustrate the discrepancy regarding women’s roles and needs in the
workforce. Firstly, the diverse roles women fulfil as wives, mothers, and educators bring
multifaceted responsibilities that extend beyond the workplace. Therefore, they require
recognition, accommodations, and flexibility from employers, unlike their male counterparts.
In such a case, women exercise their agency by opting out of jobs that negatively impact their

quality of life.

Moreover, Saudi women’s reliance on their guardians, who have responsibilities to
protect them, can limit their pursuit of challenging jobs. This dependency can reduce the
pressure to take on difficult roles and discourage the desire for a more independent career path.
In this context, guardians’ influence on women’s employment choices can act as a barrier to
their empowerment. Finally, women’s physical considerations are a factor, as specific job
requirements may not align with women’s physiology, particularly in roles that demand
significant strength and endurance. This mismatch can lead women to refuse such positions.
Collectively, these viewpoints highlight the need for a nuanced understanding of women's
social roles and legal rights in the workforce, emphasising the importance of addressing these

disparities through legal empowerment and societal change.

Similarly, the mandate for adherence to Sharia in Article 4 of the Labour Law, which

applies to both employers and workers, is described in the literature as needing clarification
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and guidance on its principles. Despite some ambiguity, a majority agree on the importance of
such adherence, reflecting the interconnectedness between societal beliefs and legal
frameworks in shaping women’s roles in the workplace. This emphasises the need for a holistic
approach to women's legal empowerment, as laws and societal norms mutually influence each
other in the eyes of the majority. A key barrier identified in the primary data is the blurred
boundary between legal and cultural factors; nonetheless, the outcome remains the same. For
instance, based on the Preference theory, Saudi women exercise their choices in response to
social or legal policies in the region.®>® They pursue their careers; if they are unable to secure
one for any reason, they explore alternatives, such as becoming mothers or benefiting from the
education provided in the country. The best description of their demands aligns with Hakim's
theory of a 'modern division of labour,' in which women do not favour a career-centred lifestyle,
and existing institutional policies do not apply to them equally to men.®*! Instead, they require
policies that accommodate their lifestyles as home-centred or adaptive women, with secondary
work and homemaking responsibilities balanced. The legal empowerment needs identified by
the respondents were further understood through the lens of feminist theories, particularly

Kabeer's resource, agency, and achievement approach.>?

Key resources identified include
employment regulations and inspection systems, laws supporting women, job opportunities
that meet women’s needs, education and training programmes, legal awareness initiatives, and
access to legal support. Most respondents agreed on these resources, emphasising education, a
supportive environment, and personality development as the most effective ways to enhance

women’s agency to seek employment, demonstrating how women in KSA pursue human and

social resources. Regarding agency, respondents believe Saudi women have agency through

550 Hakim (n 390).
51 Ibid
652 Kabeer (n 31).



257

their economic independence. However, this is often shaped by familial, religious, and cultural

responsibilities.

The results offer deeper insights into the concept of agency as (Power Within). The
participants highlighted several points; for example, participant No.6, female, employed, aged
31-40, stated, ‘Decision-making skill depends on the individual's personality...’, while
participant No.41 added, °...it is in [women’s] best interest to acquire a number of skills so
[they] can adapt at work,” indicating that emotional factors may influence women’s internal
empowerment and decision-making abilities. Furthermore, there has been a focus on women
developing their skills independently to stay current with the latest developments. This self-
development is considered more vital than relying solely on employment laws and regulations.
This underscores the need for broader initiatives to equip women with the capabilities, skills,
knowledge, and self-esteem—perhaps by raising awareness and offering training programmes.
Regarding agency (power to), the results show that Saudi women have the capacity to make
decisions in the economic domain; however, this agency is gained through life experiences and
the work environment, which necessitate training initiatives. Overall, the responses suggest
that Power over, Power with, and Power for are interconnected and rooted in or enhanced by
Power Within. The final element of the theory is achievement, which pertains to the realisation
of women’s legal empowerment goals. The results generally indicate that Saudi women have
achieved many of these goals by entering the labour market, as statistics show. The ability to
participate in the labour market appears to be realised, with numbers increasing and further
growth anticipated through the implementation of legal empowerment strategies. Overall, the
findings suggest that empowerment, as described in Kabeer’s approach, is occurring within the

country; they also point out that the development of Saudi women’s agency is influenced by
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adherence to norms, laws, and religion—thus confirming the literature of Islamic feminism,

such as Mahmood’s views on agency explained in Chapter Five.

8.1.3 Legal and Economic Dimensions of Women’s Empowerment in KSA

The thesis identifies legal reforms and literacy as key strategies for women’s legal
empowerment. Responses recognise the positive impact of legal reforms on women’s
employment but also emphasise the need for improved women’s legal literacy, alongside the
importance of legal training in the workplace, which are seen as the most effective and accurate
ways of acquiring legal knowledge. Additionally, education -from general schooling to
university- is highlighted as the most effective method for driving change at both individual
and community levels. Indeed, a deeper societal understanding of the reasons behind
empowerment and change would accelerate the realisation of the thesis objectives. Essentially,
respondents demonstrated a general awareness of the country’s economic vision, which is
promising for the acceptance of the proposed strategies for women’s legal empowerment
within the economy. The situation in KSA reflects a phase of women's empowerment that
incorporates elements of legal empowerment. This indicates that most components of
professional interventions aimed at encouraging women to participate in the economy and
accommodate their needs are being employed. Nonetheless, the study advocates for such
interventions to be implemented through a bottom-up approach to address concerns raised in

the responses, such as training, educational programmes, and awareness initiatives.

Furthermore, the data collected indicates that the participants understand most elements
of legal empowerment. There is a consensus that it is a process mainly occurring within the

community, where active participation is necessary to raise awareness and understanding of
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the concept, leading to access to resources and involvement in decision-making. This illustrates
how change can occur at both individual and collective levels. Responses also show respect for
the Islamic perspective on women’s empowerment as sisters, daughters, mothers and wives,
emphasising that they should not be forced to work and should be provided for. These views
highlight the importance of designing legal empowerment strategies that align with such beliefs
and practices, presenting them as a way to enhance women's status rather than as a liberation
effort. Finally, the thesis posed the question, ‘“What matters more to Saudi women regarding
participation in the economy?’ and most emphasis was on providing support through education,
support in the public and private spheres, legal training, facilities at work, and access to legal
assistance to promote participation in law and decision-making. These points indeed align with
CLEP’s approach, which recognises the importance of both legal and non-legal means for

women’s legal empowerment in employment.

Arguably, most of the requested initiatives can be classified as contributing to objective
legal empowerment provided by both organisations and the government. Equally important for
aligning with objective legal empowerment is the subjective aspect that several participants
have emphasised. The need is for women not only to be aware that legal solutions are available
but also to feel confident enough to decide to use and seek them, emphasising the importance
of the previously discussed Bandura’s theory of ‘self-efficacy’ in chapter Five. Therefore, to
determine if women are truly empowered, they must be able to envision themselves as capable
and able to utilise legal means to resolve their problems. Furthermore, the data analysis reveals
a nuanced perspective on women’s legal empowerment in the KSA economy. It demonstrates
that respondents do not perceive women as disempowered, challenging the global notion that

economic empowerment requires dissmpowerment as a prerequisite. Instead, empowerment
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initiatives are regarded as the enhancement and codification of women’s privileges rather than

as genuine liberation.

Additionally, the findings emphasise that women are often seen as integral parts of the
community rather than as autonomous individuals. Their choices are primarily influenced by
their household and the broader community, underscoring the importance of community
benefits in the proposed legal empowerment strategies. For example, to empower women to
access banks and financial resources, even though women themselves are the primary
beneficiaries of this goal, it is crucial to frame these initiatives as beneficial not only to women
but also to their families and society at large. This applies regardless of the strategies adopted,
whether legal reforms, education, or financial training. Encouraging women to own homes and
assets can be more effective if the focus is on how this ownership will positively impact their
children and improve the family’s future economic stability. In summary, efforts to empower
women should consider the broader family and community context, as these factors
significantly influence women's decisions. Lastly, although there is a general acceptance and
application of the global understanding of the relationship between empowerment and
development in KSA, the feminist perspective linking economic empowerment to women’s
agency is acknowledged but often limited by prevailing norms and beliefs. Overall, the study
predicts a positive outlook for the effectiveness of the proposed strategies in practice and
outcomes. Its theoretical and practical contribution to women’s legal empowerment for greater

participation in the KSA economy is outlined below.
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8.2 Contribution to Knowledge

8.2.1 Practical Contributions

This study emphasises the vital role of legal empowerment in increasing Saudi women's
participation in the economy. Through a comprehensive investigation at the individual,
community, policy, and theoretical levels, the findings make a significant contribution to the
current literature. From a practical standpoint, adopting a bottom-up approach to implementing
legal empowerment strategies in KSA shows promise. The study developed a quantitative and
qualitative framework to identify obstacles to women’s employment, including societal and
cultural perceptions—especially regarding suitable jobs for women, job availability, and work
environments. Additionally, legal barriers exist, including provisions that require reforms,
clarifications, and enforcement to support women in the workplace. Economic factors also
influence this issue, including the country’s oil-based economy, the number and types of jobs
allocated to women, and the facilities available to encourage economic participation. These
barriers pose challenges to legal empowerment strategies, but they are surmountable. The thesis

outlines actionable legal empowerment strategies in the following paragraphs.

Primarily, legal reforms and advocacy for policies that promote women's equality at all
stages of employment are essential. This includes repealing discriminatory legal provisions,
clarifying laws that are prone to biased interpretation, and enacting and enforcing laws and
policies that prohibit discrimination against women in recruitment, pay, leave entitlements, job
positions, and workplace rights. Legal reforms have been significant in differentiating between
law and norms, which often overlap in policy and practice among the majority. These reforms
also empower women to exercise their agency and participate in the labour market, laying a

foundation for their rights and choices. Statistics indicate a substantial increase in the number
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of Saudi women in employment following the reforms, demonstrating their positive impact on
women's economic participation. A key contribution of this study is the assertion that legal
reforms and advocacy should be integrated with other strategies to achieve optimal results.
This is especially important in a bottom-up approach, as knowledge, education, awareness of
rights, policies and regulations, a strong sense of self-awareness, and personal agency all
contribute to advocating for necessary reforms that can improve women’s employment
conditions. Furthermore, legal reforms help codify areas that were previously unregulated, and,
according to the study’s findings, they play a crucial role in gradually shifting societal attitudes
and norms, fostering greater acceptance of women's work. Ultimately, this progress supports

the effective implementation of other legal empowerment strategies.

Additionally, the study supports the strategy of increasing legal awareness initiatives
for women and society, especially to tackle cultural norms that influence women’s
employment. These norms often originate from patriarchal practices that affect women’s
agency both directly and indirectly. Women should be educated about their rights and ability
to exercise agency and make employment choices. They need to be aware of their legal rights
and responsibilities at work and be prepared to advocate for themselves. Moreover, they should
recognise the challenges they face in employment, such as the double burden of
responsibilities, wage disparities compared to men, working hours, and workplace duties, and
understand the importance of addressing these issues. They should also know their entitlement
to facilities such as childcare, particularly when mandated by law, as per Article 159 of the
Labour Law discussed in Chapter Three.%>? In addition, they should be aware of their legal
protections against unfair dismissal, pay raises and promotions entitlement. Such efforts would

translate formal reforms into real empowerment. In fact, the above contribution on the

653 KSA Labour Law (n 156).
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emphasis of reforms and inclusive development -one of the lessons learned from the CLEP-
leads not only to building institutions that protect women’s rights but also to integrating their

voices into the present and future of the country.

This study is the first to comprehensively apply and evaluate the CLEP approach
alongside Kabeer’s theory of agency and Islamic feminism, with the aim of legally empowering
women in the KSA’s employment sector. It deepens understanding of women’s agency,
emphasising its significance, its various aspects, and how it should be meaningfully exercised
by women without hidden pressure. It also highlights how agency can be strengthened through
training and education—resources that should be genuinely accessible —alongside other
resources for women without barriers. The primary data indicate that most respondents believe
women have agency in employment; however, the reality emphasises an urgent need for efforts
to empower women to act as agents within their workplaces and employment environments.
Overall, the implementation of the three approaches mentioned above is sensitive to culture
and religion, which can be negotiated within existing values, social norms, and policies.
Recognising this need for empowerment is crucial and can be achieved through awareness

training and initiatives aimed at women’s legal empowerment.

Awareness of women’s needs and legal rights is essential for meaningful change. For
instance, issues such as nursing break hours and the challenges they pose, along with the
country's inadequate maternity leave duration—currently shorter than the ILO-recommended
minimum of eighteen weeks—must be addressed. This study advocates for an extension based
on both existing literature and primary data that confirm the need for such an adjustment.

Notably, during this study, maternity leave in KSA was increased from ten weeks to twelve
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weeks. 03

The provision was subject to public consultation by the Ministry of HRSD to
strengthen employment rights and align the country with international standards.®>®> Despite
this improvement, it is important to recognise that the current duration still falls below the
ILO's minimum recommendation, and public awareness of international standards was not
significantly reflected during the referendum. Nevertheless, this enhancement offers promising

opportunities to advance women's empowerment initiatives and underscores the importance of

raising awareness through national and international campaigns focused on employment rights.

An additional strategy involves education and training on legal rights in employment,
aimed at helping women gain knowledge from genuine sources about their rights and
responsibilities, as well as informing them of available support. This initiative boosts their
empowerment in dealing with recruitment and workplace issues. Primary data shows that many
women rely on informal sources for information, which can lead to misinformation and restrict
their access to job opportunities. This approach can also target employers and the public,
spreading information about legal obligations, employment protections, and current legal
provisions. A key contribution of the research, discussed in Chapter Three, is the focus on
women's financial literacy. Educational programmes help them manage financial resources and
enhance financial well-being, addressing the significant number of women in the country who,

as statistics indicate, lack financial literacy.

654 Article 151, KSA Labour Law (n 156) Issued by Royal Decree No. M/44 Dated 12/8/2024, approving
amendments to Some Articles of the Labor Law, to be Effective from 19/2/2025.

855 Lockton, ‘Saudi Arabia to Implement Employment Law Reform’

(2024) <Https://Global.Lockton.Com/Us/En/News-Insights/Saudi-Arabia-To-Implement-Employment-Law-
Reform > accessed 22™ Nov 2024; Alyaum, ‘Labor System Amendments: Maternity Leave 12 Weeks and ‘
Probation Period 180 Days/Urgent’ < Https://Www.Alyaum.Com/Articles/6544828/-aUai-cidliani/a ol A<laall/ JLAY)
Jale-le g 180-4 il-s 58 s-le sanl-]2-pm o113 s )-Jend) > accessed 26th May 2025 [Arabic Version].
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Furthermore, the study recommends providing access to legal support, especially in
workplaces, to assist with employment disputes, address discriminatory practices, and meet
women’s needs regarding facilities and the work environment. This support is vital for offering
legal information. Respondents noted that they often consult colleagues and utilise free legal
advice groups on social media for guidance. In critical cases, they seek paid legal assistance,
highlighting the absence of dedicated information hubs and direct legal services for the public.
The study proposes establishing reliable channels that engage beneficiaries through phone
lines, online live chat, or face-to-face consultations for those who prefer personal contact.
Additionally, access to legal support can foster Saudi women’s entrepreneurship, enabling
them to secure loans, negotiate contracts, and register their businesses, as detailed in Chapter
Three. Based on the data analysed, it is recommended that reliable legal support entities that
are easily accessible and offer both formal and informal legal consultations for women be made
available. These services should be provided free of charge through online resources, which

have proven popular among Saudi women.

Enhancing the labour inspection system by stressing the enforcement of laws on
discrimination and inequality in employment, including those concerning recruitment, wages,
unfair dismissal, promotions, leave, and facilities, is advised. Effective legal enforcement has
historically been a key factor in women’s low workforce participation. Chapter Four
highlighted issues with the implementation of certain legal provisions, such as those related to
hiring women, fulfilling quota requirements under the Nitagat policies, and addressing
discrimination and harassment. The primary data from this study confirmed the necessity of
focusing on enforcement, as most respondents emphasised the importance of workplace
inspections. Consequently, while regulations are designed to encourage women’s entry into the

labour market, failure to enforce these laws often produces the opposite effect. Promoting legal
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enforcement aligns with earlier strategies. Without women being aware of their legal rights and
recognising how certain practices hinder their empowerment and opportunities, they are
unlikely to demand enforcement. It is also crucial to increase awareness about complaint
procedures and enforcement demands through education, training campaigns, and initiatives.
Overall, these outputs offer practical contributions relevant to the context of Saudi women.
They address the issue of women and employment in KSA, aiding the realisation of women’s
legal empowerment by directing educational, legal, and financial support towards them. This
supports economic development by empowering women to advocate for legal reforms, insist
on the enforcement of existing laws, influence societal perceptions, strengthen their sense of
identity and agency, and ultimately demand change and its implementation. These strategies
can be adopted by government institutions, the private sector, non-governmental organisations
focused on development and women’s empowerment, and educational institutions. Involving
women in these initiatives would amplify their voices, bridge research gaps related to the
absence of Saudi women’s perspectives on these issues, and ensure that the implementation of
strategies adopts a bottom-up approach that addresses challenges identified by women as

beneficiaries of the legal empowerment initiatives.

8.2.2 Theoretical Contribution

On the theoretical side, the study affirms the use of feminist and Islamic feminist
theories to empower women. It examines the relevance of certain development theories, such
as Modernisation theory, to the context of KSA, while supporting the CLEP framework of legal
empowerment of the poor in this setting. The study presents the first comprehensive assessment
and application of Kabeer’s feminist theory and the CLEP approach to women’s legal

empowerment in KSA, making a significant contribution because both have been discussed
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and applied only in countries with distinct histories, societal structures, beliefs, locations, and
economic conditions. Consequently, this study’s application of these theories addresses a gap
in the literature and introduces new frameworks to improve women's situation. This is
especially valuable for understanding women's agency in KSA, exploring how to enhance it,
refer to it, and incorporate it into legal empowerment strategies. The study confirms that a
bottom-up approach to empowerment, as proposed by CLEP, which integrates both legal and
non-legal factors into its framework, directs resources and support toward women and focuses
on giving them a voice and identity. This approach promises to improve women's
understanding of, involvement in, and advocacy for the law in KSA. Moreover, the study
explores the complex interplay between subjective and objective beliefs among women in
KSA, identifying similarities and differences with other cultures, such as those in the Gulf and
MENA regions, through the application of feminist and Islamic feminist theories of agency,
alongside development theories focusing on history and society. The study concludes with
practical legal empowerment strategies to overcome barriers to women’s participation in the
workforce in KSA. These insights offer valuable insight into the different levels of influence
on women's empowerment at work, particularly regarding their agency, needs, and aspirations
regarding available jobs and facilities. It employs a bottom-up approach to engage authorities,
encouraging them to incorporate these insights into their programme strategies for women who

are legally empowered.

One of the study's notable contributions is documenting barriers to women’s
employment and their needs, as expressed by Saudi women. Their voices enrich the knowledge
base within socio-legal studies concerning legal empowerment and the transformation of their
roles in the labour market. The study presented, defined, and explored their expectations in

workplaces that encourage their employment. Efforts in the labour market to feminise work



268

have given Saudi women a degree of agency and independence, allowing them to articulate
their needs and desires. Together with legal empowerment strategies, these efforts could
dismantle many obstacles women face at the familial, social, and workplace levels. This study
has provided insights into the experiences of employed and unemployed Saudi women,
examining the variations in the challenges they encounter in the workforce, the impact these
hurdles have, and women’s confidence in their ability to overcome them through
empowerment. Overall, the study establishes a theoretical framework where legal
empowerment acts as a solution to the specific challenges Saudi women face as they pursue
employment. It adds to existing empirical evidence on the obstacles confronting Saudi women
in the workplace, while providing a comprehensive understanding of their circumstances
related to family, culture, responsibilities, and independence, all of which influence their
employment decisions. These factors affect women in different ways but can be gradually
managed effectively if they are addressed and implemented through legal empowerment

Initiatives.

From a research perspective, the study demonstrates how the findings address the
research problem outlined in the introductory chapter. It suggests that measures implemented
to advance women’s legal empowerment in the economic sector are not always recognised as
such; however, they are vital to achieving this empowerment. Since this study emphasises the
need for legal empowerment mainly, which will then lead to economic, political and other
forms of empowerment, ongoing initiatives require more concise, clear, and integrated tools
and frameworks to be regarded as legal empowerment measures. For this to be effective, it is
essential to adopt an approach or framework in which women are understood both subjectively,
through the feminist theory of Kabeer and Islamic feminists, and objectively, through

development theories that focus on the external structures within which society is studied and
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targeted, to support women’s legal empowerment in the economy. The outcome is the proposed
strategies that address the barriers women face in the economy, starting from themselves, their
families and communities, their workplace, and institutions, to become active participants in

the country’s economy ultimately.

The study addressed its sub-questions by identifying barriers to women’s economic
participation and tailoring legal empowerment strategies to overcome these challenges. It
emphasises the importance of recognising Saudi women's agency through various theories,
highlighting the key qualities needed to protect and secure their rights at work. The research
confirms that a women's legal empowerment approach is suitable for the KSA context, and it
predicts its effectiveness based on both theoretical frameworks and practical evidence. The
literature review and primary data collected in the study suggest that this mechanism can
significantly improve women's situations in the country from multiple perspectives. Legal
empowerment is identified as the most effective approach, as this study finds, because it
surpasses the rule-of-law orthodoxy in empowering women. As a process, legal empowerment
equips women with essential life skills and fosters necessary change within the economic
sector. Government ministries, institutions, legal education and training organisations, as well
as governmental and non-governmental entities focused on economic development and
women's empowerment, can adopt and implement these strategies. By directing resources
towards enhancing women's voices and identities, they can enable women to use the law
effectively. The study asserts that the laws in KSA regarding women, along with legal reforms
aimed at their empowerment, have played a significant role in the ongoing transformation of
women's status in the country. However, it also highlights that Saudi women's proactive efforts
to seek empowerment, utilise available resources, and advocate for legal reforms require

additional support and targeted initiatives, all of which are addressed by the proposed legal
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empowerment strategies. The final chapter presents the overall conclusion and

recommendations of this thesis.
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Chapter Nine

Conclusion and Recommendations for Future Research

This thesis set out to examine Saudi women’s legal empowerment in employment by
analysing the interaction between legal reforms, cultural norms, and women’s agency within
the Saudi socio-legal context. Drawing on both primary data and existing literature, the study
demonstrates that barriers to women’s participation in the workforce are neither purely legal
nor purely cultural; rather, they are deeply intertwined and experienced by women as a blurred
and inseparable set of constraints. Legal barriers identified include the absence of clear
regulatory distinctions between law, custom, and Sharia, inconsistencies in implementation,
limited availability of jobs aligned with women’s qualifications, and insufficient institutional
support, such as childcare, transportation, and fair wages. Social and cultural barriers,
meanwhile, encompass prevailing norms regarding women’s domestic responsibilities,
perceptions of women’s nature, and expectations surrounding gender segregation in the
workplace. Importantly, the findings show that many women struggle to distinguish between
legally mandated requirements and culturally embedded practices, such as guardianship
approval or workplace segregation, even when these practices have been legally abolished or
are no longer formally required. Women’s responses to these barriers reveal complex forms of
agency. While many participants acknowledge that certain norms restrict their employment
opportunities, they often simultaneously accept, negotiate, or even demand these norms,
particularly in relation to gender segregation and family-centred roles. This highlights that
women’s agency in the Saudi context is not necessarily expressed through resistance or the
rejection of norms, but through strategic adaptation within existing institutional and cultural

frameworks.
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This thesis contributes to socio-legal and feminist scholarship by critically engaging
with Hakim’s Preference Theory to explain Saudi women’s employment patterns and choices.
Preference Theory is useful in accounting for women’s differentiated aspirations—work-
centred, family-centred, or adaptive—and for explaining why many Saudi women seek
employment arrangements that align with existing cultural expectations rather than radically
challenging them.%>¢ The findings support the theory’s claim that many women prioritise well-
paid, professional employment compatible with their qualifications and family responsibilities,
rather than a career-centred model based on equal institutional treatment with men. However,
this study advances the literature by demonstrating the limitations of Preference Theory when
applied without sufficient attention to cultural and societal constraints. Women’s preferences
do not develop in isolation; they are shaped, limited, and facilitated by legal ambiguity, social
norms, institutional practices, and gendered expectations placed on both women and men. The
assumption that work-centred women do not require family or social policies comparable to
those demanded by family-centred women is therefore problematised. The findings suggest
that even women who pursue full-time professional careers require supportive legal and social
policies, particularly in contexts where gendered expectations around care and domestic
responsibilities persist. A demand that can be pointed to as an elevated ‘modern division of
labour®””. By situating Preference Theory within a Saudi socio-legal framework, this thesis
demonstrates the need to integrate cultural analysis into theories of women’s employment
choices. In doing so, it contributes a more context-sensitive understanding of women’s agency
that recognises adaptation, negotiation, and selective acceptance of norms as meaningful forms

of empowerment.

656 As stressed in studies such as Alfarran, Pyke and Stanton (n 375) and Al-Munajjed (n 54).
657 Hakim (n 390).
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The study demonstrates that legal reform is a necessary but insufficient condition for
women’s economic empowerment in KSA. While recent reforms represent a significant step
forward, their impact is limited by unclear regulations, uneven implementation, and the
persistence of deeply embedded cultural norms. Legal empowerment strategies must therefore
go beyond formal legal change to include institutional and policy clarity, enforcement
mechanisms, and complementary employment initiatives. Programmes such as Nitaqat
demonstrate this complexity. Although based on assumptions that view women’s employment
as secondary to their domestic roles, the programme has nonetheless increased women’s access

to the labour market and contributed to changing aspirations and expectations®>®

. This suggests
that even imperfect or norm-conforming policies can generate gradual cultural change by
increasing women’s visibility and participation in economic life. Based on the findings,
effective legal empowerment strategies should include clearer distinctions between law,
custom, and religious interpretation; employment policies that accommodate diverse working
patterns such as part-time and flexible hours; and institutional support mechanisms, including
childcare facilities, safe transportation, and equitable pay structures. Such measures
acknowledge Saudi women’s lived realities while gradually expanding their opportunities and
agency within the workforce. Overall, this thesis introduced a women’s legal empowerment
approach integrated with several theories and practices to accommodate the socio-cultural
context of KSA and develop effective strategies to enable Saudi women to participate in the
economy. With its recognised contribution, there is always scope for further expansion and

investigation in future research. The following lines offer recommendations for future studies

in this area.

%58 In a agreement with Alfarran, Pyke and Stanton (n 375).
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Future research in this area could further demonstrate the implications of this study’s
results, they could expand the thesis’ scope to include a wider range of demographics and reach
a broader audience for data collection, thereby increasing generalisability. Future studies may
also focus on specific strategies for women’s legal empowerment, examining their various
dimensions and limitations. Furthermore, this thesis can serve as a catalyst for future academic
research on women’s legal empowerment in KSA by conducting a comparative analysis of
Saudi women’s status before and after the implementation of these measures. It can also
provide a basis for comparing women's legal empowerment in KSA with that in neighbouring
countries, particularly the Gulf states. Additionally, the study could be replicated in other
national contexts. Applying the same framework to nearby countries, such as the Gulf states,
would be beneficial because, despite their similarities, there are notable differences in their
specific contexts; these differences could significantly enrich socio-legal studies. Moreover,
this empirical research has explored the complex issue of women’s legal empowerment in the
economy; further studies could investigate legal empowerment in other sectors, such as health.
Finally, a key contribution of this thesis is giving voice to Saudi women through both open-
ended and closed-ended survey questions. Future research should aim to further amplify this

voice, possibly through case studies and in-depth interviews.

This study responds to calls for more micro-level research on women in KSA,
especially regarding their economic empowerment. Previous studies have focused on the
patriarchal, historical, and educational influences on Saudi women’s participation in the
workforce. This created a gap in understanding the sources of power and the scope of
empowerment available to women in KSA, particularly the legal empowerment options
available to them. Filling this gap is crucial because it should not be assumed that patriarchal

practices and societal norms that relegated women’s work to a subordinate level of importance
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necessarily oppress them. Instead, a thorough understanding of the beliefs, context, and gender
power relations behind these practices in KSA has been necessary, as focusing solely on one
aspect—such as history, patriarchy, or education—has been insufficient. This study contributes
by presenting legal empowerment strategies grounded in a comprehensive understanding of the
factors affecting women’s work lives, as experienced by the participants. It is expected to
expand knowledge in socio-legal studies, especially since women in KSA have not been easily
reached or studied to understand their behaviours and ways of living, highlighting ways to
overcome barriers to women’s empowerment in employment. Given the critical importance of
women’s legal empowerment in the economic sector during this transformative phase KSA is
going through, this research identified innovative approaches within the complex societal

context that have the potential to increase the number of women in the workforce.

In conclusion, this thesis shows that women’s economic empowerment in KSA is
influenced by a complex interplay of law, culture, institutional practices, and individual
agency. Legal reforms have established an essential foundation, but their transformative
potential depends on parallel efforts to clarify regulations, challenge cultural norms, and create
employment policies that respond to women’s real experiences. By highlighting Saudi
women’s voices and placing their choices within a nuanced socio-legal context, this study goes
beyond simple explanations of oppression or preference. Instead, it provides a well-grounded
understanding of empowerment as a slow, negotiated process, with important implications for

policy, theory, and future research during a critical period of change in the Kingdom.
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Appendix

Consent Form (Survey Participants)
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abian Cultural Bureau in the UK

Consent Form (Survey’s Participants)

Title of the Project: [Women’s legal empowerment in employment in Saudi Arabia]

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the Information Sheet
dated 10 March 2023 for the above study.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free
to withdraw from the project at any time without giving any
reason and without penalty.

3. Tunderstand that the identifiable data provided will be securely
stored and accessible only to the researcher and her supervisors,
and that confidentiality will be maintained.

4. I understand that my fully anonymised data will be used for this
PhD thesis

5. 1 give permission for the anonymised data I provide to be
deposited in researcher’s USB/ hard disk so that they will be
available for future research by the researcher

6. I understand that all the paper forms will be securely locked
together in a file cabinet handled only by the researcher.
Electronic data will be stored in a USB/ Hard disk and protected
by a password and in case of data transfer, secure methods of
file transfer will be used.

7. Iagree to take part in the above study.

E Please tick the box to consent and start the survey.

Researcher Name Date Researcher Signature
Rehab Barnawi 10 March 2023 Rehab Barnawi
Survey'’s Participants Consent form (version 1) Date: 10 March 2023 Page 1 of 1

ERAMS reference: Ethics ETH2223-0081: Miss Rehab Barnawi

Survey Participants’ Information Sheet
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Survey Participants’ Information Sheet

Title of the Project: [Women’s legal empowerment in employment in Saudi Arabia]

My name is Rehab Barnawi, I am a PhD student at the university of Essex, School of
law in the UK. My thesis aims to explore Saudi women’s barriers to employment and
Saudi women’s legal empowerment in terms of understanding and application. This
data collection process is a part of completion my thesis and obtaining a degree of a
PhD.

Taking part in this research is going to be by answering several survey questions
about yourself as a Saudi woman to assess the overall need of women’s legal
empowerment in the country.

The aim of this survey is to assist in finding out women’s barriers to employment and
women’s legal empowerment in KSA. This data collection process is a part of
completing my thesis and obtaining a degree of PhD.

You are invited to take part of this study because you are a Saudi woman who is
willing to contribute to knowledge.

Taking part of this research is completely voluntary, you have the right to withdraw at
any time without consequences. All the answers provided are confidential and
anonymous and will only be used for research purposes.

All the information are confidential and anonymous and will only be used for research
purposes, no name or organisations names are not going to be mentioned in the study,
the type of the organisation would only be mentioned. The result of the study will be
submitted as part of the PhD dissertation.

All the paper forms, notes, and transcripts will be securely locked together in a file
cabinet handled only by the researcher. Consent forms are not going to be printed or
copied or used in the thesis to secure signatures or handwriting of the participants.
Electronic data will be stored in a USB and protected by a password, in case of data
transfer, secure methods of file transfer will be used. All the data provided by you
will be securely stored and accessible only to the researcher and supervisors directly
involved in the project, confidentiality will be maintained. All the data are fully
anonymised and will be used for research purpose only.

THANK YOU.
Researcher Name: Rehab Barnawi
E-mail: Rb20452@essex.ac.uk
Survey Participant's Consent form (version 1) Date: 10 March 2023 Page 1 of 1

ERAMS reference: Ethics ETH2223-0081: Miss Rehab Barnawi

Ministry of Health Approval
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Kingdom of Saudi Arabia m Wagad dpyall asledl
Ministry of Health m Al 8yl39
IRB dunll dj |j9 gzl LMY dulall dinlll
GDRS Ministry of Health Slalyudly &igeld dalaldl 5,1a¥1
National Registration Number with NCBE-KACST, KSA: (H-01-R-009)

Approval Letter
Date: 4\4\2023 Category of Approval: Expedited
IRB log No: 23-35 E

Dear Rehab Barnawi

The IRB pleased to inform you that your study mentioned below has been reviewed and approved. This letter gives you
an ethical clearance to implement your study according to the approved documents and you still need to obtain

administrative approval from the site/s where the study will be conducted.

Women’s Legal Empowerment in Employment in Saudi Arabia

Rehab Barnawi 1071131385

University of Essex s.maranlou@essex.ac.uk
IRB application form Consent form

Data Collection tool Others, CVs & ethics certificates

Approval Conditions:

1. Approval is valid for Four year from the date of this letter.

2. If the research is not completed within the validation period, Pl will be required to apply for an extension from the

IRB, one month before the expiry of the approval.

3. Abide by the rules and regulations of the Government of Saudi Arabia, NCBE, MOH and the IHC-GCP guidelines.

4. The research team should follow the IRB approved study documents, unless amendment(s) are requested and
approved by the IRB.

. All researchers are required to have valid research ethics certificate on Protecting Human Research Participants.

. The research team are not allowed to disclose personally identifiable data to any other party.

. The Plis required to keep the study data securely for at least five years after completion of the study.

. The collected data should only be used for this research.

NoTEE-CREEN - N

. Itis required to collect three copies of informed consent forms (unless waived) as follow:
1.one copy to be kept with the Pl.
Ione copy to be kept with the study participant.
lone copy for the IRB committee.
10.The Plis required to submit a progress report every six months.

11.The Pl must ensure adequate close-out of the study.

IRB- MOH (H-01-R-009) Email: GDRS-IRB@moh.gov.sa
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National Registration Number with NCBE-KACST, KSA: (H-01-R-009)

12.Publication by any means is not allowed except after getting an approval letter from the IRB and MOH research

department.

Women'’s Legal Empowerment in Employment in Saudi Arabia

Rehab Barnawi - 1071131385

Sincerely,

N

Dr. Dalal . Al-Deghaiter — PhD
Chairman of IRB, MOH, KSA

IRB- MOH (H-01-R-009) Email: GDRS-IRB@moh.gov.sa
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Essex University Ethical Approval

University of Essex

13/03/2023
Miss Rehab Barnawi
Law
University of Essex
Dear Rehab,
_ Ethics Committee Decision
Application: ETH2223-0081

| am pleased to inform you that the research proposal entitled "Women’s Legal Empowerment in
Employment in Saudi Arabia" has been reviewed on behalf of the Ethics Sub Committee 3, and,
based on the information provided, it has been awarded a favourable opinion.

The application was awarded a favourable opinion subject to the following conditions:
Extensions and Amendments:

If you propose to introduce an amendment to the research after approval or extend the duration of
the study, an amendment should be submitted in ERAMS for further approval in advance of the
expiry date listed in the ethics application form. Please note that it is not possible to make any
amendments, including extending the duration of the study, once the expiry date has passed.

Covid-19:

Please note that the current Government guidelines in relation to Covid-19 must be adhered to and
are subject to change and it is your responsibility to keep yourself informed and bear in mind the
possibility of change when planning your research. You will be kept informed if there are any

— changes in the University guidelines.

| am sure that the research will now proceed to a successful outcome and wish you every success
with your PhD.

Yours sincerely,

Maurice Sunkin
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Colchester CO4 3SQ
Uii:eﬁ(’ienrgdom @Uni_of_Essex /uniofessex
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Questionnaire

1. Age
a) 18-24
b) 25-30
c) 31-40
d) 41 years and over.

2. Education level
a) High school
b) Diploma
c) Bachelor
d) Masters
e) PhD

3. Gender
a) Male
b) Female

4. Marital status
a) Single.
b) Engaged
c) Married
d) Divorced
¢) Widower

5. Status of Employment
a) Employed
b) Unemployed (actively seeking employment)
c) Housewife (no intention to work and not actively seeking employment)
d) Student
e) Self-employed

6. If employed, please state type/ site of employment.

7. Are Saudi women aware of the significance of access to employment?
a) Yes
b) No
c) Fairly

A space to comment on your answer:

8. What are the factors that enhance Saudi women’s chances and access to
employment?
a) School education
b) University education
c) Training courses
d) The society
e) Employment regulations and laws supporting women.
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f) Jobs availability
g) Suitability of the jobs to women’s’ nature
h) All of the above

Others/ A space to comment on your answers:

9. Are Saudi women aware of their legal rights at their work?

1. Yes
2. No
3. Fairly

A space to comment on your answer:

10. What are the most effective sources of information Saudi women use to know their
employment legal rights?

a. Free Lawyers groups in WhatsApp and Telegram

b. Senior colleagues at work

c. Paid Lawyers and Legal consultants

d. The ministry of human resources and social development (complaints and
reports portal, call centre, twitter)

e. Board of Grievances

f. Other (please specify ...)
A space to comment on your answer:

11. Do you think Saudi woman have agency when it comes to their
employment/economic independence?

a. Yes, she can freely decide whether or not she wants to work, when, where and
what kind of work she wants.

b. No, she can't decide freely whether or not she wants to work, when, where and
what kind of work she wants.

c. Sometimes

A space to comment on your answer:

12. At work, can Saudi women demand their rights and express their opinion?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Sometimes
A space to comment on your answer:

13. Do you think employment enhances Saudi women’s agency and vice versa?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Sometimes
A space to comment on your answer:
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14. What are main barriers to Saudi women’s access to work?
a. Society perception

Family decisions

Absence of regulations

Unavailability of adequate jobs to women

Unavailability of equivalent jobs to the qualifications

All of the above

Others/A space to comment on your answer:

mo oo

(A) How strong is their effect on women?

a. High
b. Moderate
c. Low

(B) Are these constraints still present?

a. Yes
b. No

(C) Can Saudi women overcome them?

a. Yes
b. No

(D) In your opinion what Saudi women need to overcome these barriers?
a. Women’s Legal empowerment
b. Strengthening women’s agency through education and training
c. All of the above.
Others/ A space to comment on your answer:

15. What do you think of the concept of women’s legal empowerment in the labour
sector?

(A) Do Saudi women need legal empowerment to participate in the economy? (Explain if
possible)

(B) Would legal empowerment strategies enhance Saudi women’s agency and thus they
would participate more in the economy? (e.g., legal reforms, raisin g awareness, training
and legal literacy) (Explain if possible)

(C) Are these strategies feasible in your opinion? (Explain if possible)
a. Yes
b. No
c. Somehow
A space to comment on your answer:



XLV

(D) what is the most effective strategy in your opinion?

16. What are the barriers to women’s legal empowerment at work in KSA?

a. Economic constraints (e.g., lack of or limited access to appropriate training,
inappropriate working conditions, low wages)

b. Social and cultural constraints (e.g., patriarchal culture, women’s role in
social and family functions, confining women’s role in reproduction and
family care)

c. All of the above.

Others/ A space to comment on your answer:

17. Do you think the legal reforms in the country play a major role in changing

21.

Saudi women’s life? Do they assist in changing their positions, the perceived
thoughts and believes about them and their roles in the society? (Explain if
possible)

. Do you think the legal reforms in regard to Saudi women’s work play a major

role in women’s public and private life? do they influence women’s ability to
make decisions and act upon them? (Explain if possible)

. What is your view regarding women employment in KSA in regard to both

public and private regulations? Do you think certain demanded regulations such
as childcare facilities at work, part time jobs, remote jobs would encourage
women to participate in the market? (Explain if possible)

. Do you think such regulations impact women’s agency in terms decision making

and willingness to act upon these decisions? do they encourage them to get
employed? (Explain if possible)

Finally, Do you think these reforms legally empowered women?

a. Yes
b. No
c. Fairly

A space to comment on your answer:

Thank you very much for your participation. Do you have a desire to be contacted by
email for an interview.



