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Introduction

A number of recent reforms have placed women in Saudi Arabia at the forefront of the country’s reform
agenda marking a significant turning point in the country’s history. Increased female participation in the
labour force is seen as essential to the success of the Vision 2030 plan and this goal has been met a
decade early with increasing numbers of female workers entering the labour market in recent years.

“Increased female participation in the labour force is seen as essential to the success of the
Vision 2030 plan”

Having invested for generations in the education of Saudi women, the return on investment is evident and
the Government remains strongly committed to female empowerment according to Ministry of Human
Resources and Social Development (MHRSD). Across age brackets, education levels and varying socio-
economic backgrounds, women continue to be a growing presence making up 33% of Saudi’s labour force,
nearly double what it was five years ago. With looser restrictions on segregation, driving and the male
guardianship system, employers are hiring more women than ever as new laws and regulations have made
it easier for women to work in client-facing jobs across a variety of sectors.

According to the World Bank, the business reforms made by Saudi Arabia have played a fundamental role
in boosting and diversifying economic growth in the Kingdom. In providing funding to many projects and
initiatives, opportunities have been created for women both in government and the private sector. By
fostering a culture of safety, growth and innovation, there has also been an increase in the number of
dynamic female leaders and entrepreneurs in the Kingdom. Additionally, statutory employment rights,
state benefits for the vulnerable and pensions are some of the reform programs that have benefited most
from more female inclusion.

Labour and other Reforms

A key factor in enabling and empowering women to increase participation in civic life was the
criminalization of sexual harassment in May 2018 with the Anti-Harassment Law, demonstrating the
Kingdom’s commitment to ensuring a safe society and providing means to enforce legal rights and
protections. This was swiftly followed by the lifting of the driving ban for women in June 2018, removing
what was considered to be a barrier to participate in the labour market as well as wider society.

Other decrees followed thereafter and, on 31 July 2019, the Council of Ministers issued a decision
amending the Travel Documents Law, the Civil Status Law, and the Labour Law.
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These amendments included changes to the male guardianship system so that women over the age of 21
were free to leave the house unaccompanied, and the equalizing of women’s right to choose a place of
residency.

New childcare centers were established and labour related subsidies made available to help more women
leave the home. Pension equality was also introduced by equalizing the retirement age for men and
women, and mandating pension care credits for maternity leave.

Changes to the Labour Law clarified that a “worker” could be female as well as male and discrimination
based on gender in employment was also prohibited, as were the dismissal of pregnant women and
discrimination based on gender in accessing credit which particularly benefits female entrepreneurs.

“The Government remains strongly committed to female empowerment according to Ministry
of Human Resources and Social Development”

Anti-Harassment Law 2018 and subsequent developments

The Anti-Harassment Law of May 2018 defines sexual harassment as “all conduct of a sexual nature from
one person to the other, including touching of the body, honour or modesty in any way, shape or form”.
The definition also applies to electronic communications such as social media.

This legislation, a reinforcement and extension of the safeguards of privacy, dignity and personal freedom
already provided for under Islamic Law (Shar’iah), was considered vital to the success of modern social
change as it guaranteed the rights and safety of women in the workplace as well as in other areas of
society.

It grants victims the right to anonymity and allows courts to fine perpetrators up to SAR 300,000 and
imprison up to 5 years, giving women the confidence and legal protection to freely participate and
contribute to working society.

Following on from the Anti-Harassment Law, the MHRSD issued a Ministerial Resolution that introduced
protections against behavioural abuse in the workplace in October 2019. The Resolution sets out
procedures and requirements which employers have to comply with in order to safeguard the privacy,
dignity and personal freedom of the individual and protect against behavioural abuse, which includes any
acts of harassment, insult, offence as well as any form of discrimination. The Resolution prescribes a
number of measures that must be taken by employers to protect employees from behavioural abuse and
reflects the commitment of the Saudi authorities to ensure a safe working environment as workforces
become increasingly diverse.

Conclusion and Timeline

With women forming approximately 45% of the Saudi Arabian population, further social reforms affecting
the labour force are inevitable. Draft amendments to the Labour Law suggest further enhancements of
statutory rights for female employees. As the number of female graduates entering the labour market
every year continues to grow, it is expected that the pace of change will continue as Saudi Arabia
continues to work towards Vision 2030.

“With women forming approximately 45% of the Saudi Arabian population, further social
reforms affecting the labour force are inevitable”
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