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Abstract:

This study investigates how Arab working women in Israel perceive the gap between
their real workplace experiences and their ideal professional aspirations, aiming to
understand the cultural, structural, and social factors that shape this divide. The research
used qualitative methods and engaged 40 Arab women working with a range of religious
affiliations and socio-economic backgrounds through semi-structured interviews. The
study highlights the paradox of motivated Arab women with credentials facing notions
of gender equity, hegemonic cultural stereotypes, intersectional discrimination, and
work—family conflicts while simultaneously being abruptly limited in their access to
career progression and leadership roles. The research argues that institutional structures
and rooted ideologies that underpin notions of gender equity must change for Arab
women to achieve true equity in Israel's labor market. The study recommends policies to
expand mentorship opportunities, workplace cultures and access to a broader range of
professions. The research contributes in both theoretical and practical terms regarding
the lived realities of Arab women in Israel and urges action to reduce the gap between
what Arab women aspire to and what they can achieve in Israel’s labor market.

Keywords: Arab women in Israel, workplace inequality, gender stereotyping,
intersectional discrimination, career aspirations, work—family balance, qualitative
research, labor market participation, cultural norms, gender equality

1. Introduction
The study aims to explore how Arab working women in Israel perceive the gap between

their experiences in the workplace and their professional aspirations. The study draws
from seven focused research questions that examine what motivates Arab women to
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work, their perceptions of gender equality and stereotyping, discrimination affecting
their career prospects, and the impact of family and community attitudes on their
professional identities. With voices from 40 Arab women from diverse religious, ethnic,
and professional backgrounds, this qualitative research has brought a deeper
understanding to the tensions between aspiration and reality. This study shows that
while the Arab women struggle to attain educational qualifications and professional
motivation, they face the barriers of gender inequality, stereotyping, structural
discrimination, and work—family conflict, among others.

Gender equality, stereotyping, and intersectional discrimination define the
conceptual heart of the research. This study defines gender equality in the workplace as
an opportunity for equal pay and equal representation in work settings irrespective of
sex (Cislaghi et al., 2022; International Labour Organization, 2023). Gender stereotyping,
Tabassum and Nayak (2021) concede, by assigning specific supervisory roles and
attributes to certain genders, usually undermines female access to leadership and high-
skilled roles. In the Arab Society in Israel, these stereotypes intersect with cultural beliefs
that assign caregiving and homemaking roles to women while favoring men for
breadwinner roles (Lee et al., 2023; Aljohani, 2020). Double discrimination in terms of
gender and ethnicity is what Arab women in Israel face. Such structural constraining
forces silence one's capability for career ambition, besides decreasing access to
employment and leadership (Sigal & Michon, 2024).

To study these dynamics, qualitative semi-structured interviews and focus groups
were analyzed through thematic analysis, eliciting rich personal narratives and group
discussions around lived experiences in the labor market. The findings show that despite
their education and aspirations for independence and self-realization, Arab women enter
saturated fields like teaching, experience ongoing pay inequality, and cannot access
professional networks (Fuchs & Friedman Wilson, 2018; Bar-Haim, 2025).
Recommendations include improving mentorship and career guidance, establishing
culturally responsive policies that will promote educational equality and support
women's career advancement, as well as fostering inclusive organizational cultures. The
study makes a new contribution to a deeper understanding of the multiple-layer
challenges facing Arab women in Israel and recommends institutional reform and
cultural change in order to close the gap between ambition and opportunity.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Gender Equality in the Workplace

Gender equality in the workplace means giving both men and women equal
opportunities to advance in their careers, to be paid fairly, and to be treated equally
(Cislaghi et al., 2022; Ryan, 2022). Based on numerous articles and studies, women remain
underrepresented in leadership positions and frequently are paid less than their male
counterparts (Setyaningrum & Juansih, 2024). The International Labour Organization
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(2023), reports that globally, the gender pay gap is approximately 20%, meaning women
are earning, on average, 20% less than men for the same work. One of the biggest reasons
for the gap is the assumption that men are better suited for leadership, which, in turn,
leads to fewer opportunities for advancement for women.

Research reports that no matter how the workplace is organized, equality based
on gender leads to improved performance. According to Wu and others (2021),
organizations with greater gender equality had superior performance than those
organizations that were less gender diverse; and when there were gender equality
organizations were more likely to outperform their counterparts in both profitability and
total returns. Diverse teams are fundamental and can provide fresh perspectives and
ideas that may add value to new decision-making or innovations (Zhang, 2024). In
addition, when organizations create inclusive cultures, their employees report a higher
level of satisfaction and less turnover, which are important measures to improve
performance (Suherman et al., 2024). While gender equal opportunity in the workplace is
an important issue for fairness, it is also a measure of success in business and team spirit
(Wolfram et al., 2020)

While challenges for women still exist in organizations today, such as unconscious
bias, limited access to mentorship, and disproportionate work-life balance with family
responsibilities, these barriers that many women face are present in many work
environments (Kyambade et al., 2024). Moreover, an organization devoted to gender
equality in the workplace, explores barriers women face in work, many women continue
to experience exclusion from networks required to advance their careers - work networks
are more often male based, ask women to attend social events with their male
peers/bosses after hours, and are few and far between (Greguletz et al., 2018). Some ways
forward to change the gap listed by the catalyst include flexible work arrangements,
improving access to leadership training for women, creating less gender stereotypical
workplaces, and policies inclusive for women and men for family responsibilities (Sahni
et al., 2025). Promoting gender equality requires not only changes to organizational
policies but also a change in overall work culture, and ensuring they are supported and
promoted equally in the organization (Chikwe et al., 2024).

2.1 Gender Stereotyping

Gender stereotyping at work occurs when people are judged on the basis of stereotypes
about what they can or should do as a man or a woman (Tabassum & Nayak, 2021). This
means that people may be stereotyped about anything: others may assume that women
are less likely to be suitable for leadership or technical jobs. For example, in a study
conducted by Moss-Racusin et al. (2012), it was found that science faculty (men and
women) were more likely to hire male candidates over female candidates, even as they
had the same resume. This study demonstrated that gender bias could affect hiring
decisions in the absence of awareness and clearly demonstrates that these stereotypes
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often inhibit the career growth of women in the workplace, and keep them from more
leadership positions.

Gender stereotyping is also reflected in expected roles and job responsibilities. For
example, there may be an expectation for women's work to be more supportive,
emotional, etc. and an expectation for men's work to be more active and assertive
leadership (Stewart et al., 2021). Even though stereotyping is often not as intentional as
it's made out to be, it can lead to possible unfairness and differentiation in opportunities
available for promotions, raises and education, or promotion recognition (Shah, 2023).
According to a report by the European Institute for Gender Equality (2022), women are
underrepresented among decision and leadership positions across all sectors, and
stereotypes and beliefs about gender roles are one of the primary underlying reasons.
These beliefs hold women back and even hold men back when they are discouraged from
entering specific roles, especially in jobs that are more likely to be seen as a "feminine"
role (for example, caregiving), thus limiting their own areas of development.

In the area of Arab culture, gender stereotyping in the workplace is influenced
largely by the traditional beliefs related to the roles of men and women in society (Lee et
al., 2023). Many Arab societies still accept or see "men as breadwinners" and women as
caretakers. As a result, this cultural context influences how women are regarded in
"professional roles" (Aljohani, 2020). In Israel specifically, Arab women face additional
barriers because of cultural influences and limited opportunities to access leadership
roles. According to Badran and others (2023), Arab women face double discrimination,
by being both women and being in a minority. All of the stereotypes they face create
challenges when applying for work, getting promoted, or being taken seriously in
professional spaces.

2.2 Arab Working Women in Israel

Despite significant educational achievements, Arab Israeli women continue to face
considerable obstacles to workforce participation. As of 2023, there are only about 33.7
per cent of Arab women in the workforce compared to 65.8 percent of Jewish women
(Khalaily et al., 2023). Educational achievements have been substantial as Arab women
have increased their rates of obtaining high school and academic qualifications, yet
employment levels are low (Fuchs & Friedman Wilson, 2018). The Taub Center reported
that women's employment rate for women aged 25-54 only increased between
approximately 21 percent in 2000 and 35 percent in 2016, compared to 80 percent from
Jewish women (Fuchs & Friedman Wilson, 2018). Even though the employment rate is
better among those with academic degrees (around 75 percent), the majority of work
yields employment characteristics in education - accounting for over 50 percent of the
total of degree holding women who are Muslims, Bedouins, and Druze - despite the
degree of saturation among that population and fewer full-time women in sectors such
as engineering or computer sciences (Bar-Haim, 2025). Further, the Israeli Arabs are less
likely than their Jewish counterparts to score well on the required psychometric exam to
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meet their needs for more lucrative degree types, which contributes to worsened degrees
of occupational segregation and wage inequality (Fuchs, 2017). They are also susceptible
to psychological barriers: a more recent project studying Arab women's experiences in
Israel demonstrated that their levels of psychological capital (hope, resilience, self-
efficacy, optimism) are low, which facilitates their ability for active searching for steady
work amidst their social, cultural and socio-economic conditions (Sigal & Michon, 2024).
Policy commitments - improving the quality of education in Arab communities,
connections with career guidance to potential placements in demand industries, local
labor development support, psychological-social capital, and increasing access to high-
tech industries are likely to enable an increased base for Arab women's complete
integration into the workforce (Tehawkho et al., 2023).

3. Material and Methods

This research employed qualitative methods for multiple reasons, primarily because of
its ability to explore the richness of social realities, specifically the lived experiences and
voices of Arab women in the Israeli labor market (Mwita, 2022). Qualitative research can
provide a deep understanding of participants' motivations, perceptions, and socio-
cultural interaction in an examination of issues like work-life balance, discrimination, and
gender equality (Morgan, 2022). A qualitative approach is particularly appropriate in
researching marginalized groups, and in understanding personally and socially
phenomena structurally influenced by dynamics of power (Mohajan, 2018)). And given
that the qualitative method is meant to allow me to address the research questions in an
integrative way through the examination of personal narratives that reveal identity,
cultural expectations, and socio-economic realities, it allows for meaningful exploration
of narratives that cannot be standardized (Busetto ef al., 2020).

Semi-structured interviews and focus groups were the study tools used for this
research. Semi-structured interviews were selected, as they are flexible and allow
participants to tell their stories in a guided yet open-ended way (Priyadarshini, 2020).
Using this tool allows the researcher to probe into participants' experiences working in
the labor market and aspects of gendered workplace challenges, including gender roles,
and discrimination, while also allowing multiple participants across interviews. The
focus groups were used in addition to interviews, as a way to promote interactive
discussions on group-level perceptions and cultural norms regarding Arab women's
labor market participation and ways to create work-life balance through interactional
framing (Richard et al., 2020). The mix method qualitative tool provided a layered
qualitative analysis with focus group findings serving to triangulate data sets while
supporting the credibility and rich findings (Morgan, 2019).

The study sample was Arab working women in Israel of different ethnicities:
Muslim, Christian, Druze, and Bedouin. The purpose of the research sample was to
adequately represent the ethnic diversity of the Arab sector of Israel within varying socio-
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cultural and religious contexts. The population sample contained 40 Arab women
employed within the labor market from a variety of fields - education, health, business,
public sector, and NGOs. Participants were also recruited from different geographic areas
and occupations with different socio-economic statuses to ensure the inclusion of a wide
range of Arab women. The sample and population were structured to analyze and clarify
how intersectionality contributes to motivating factors, discrimination, and family-work
balance, with regard to ethnicity, religion, and professional field.

Through a snowball sampling model, participants were recruited, which began
with a few women who fit the research population before expanding presenters through
referral (Tenzek, 2017). Snowball sampling is especially useful for populations that may
be difficult to reach or marginalized, like Arab women in leadership roles who may be
difficult to locate on a planet or through directories (Ting et al., 2025). Moreover, snowball
sampling was especially beneficial for building trust to encourage study involvement
with sensitive research topics, including discrimination and gender bias (Gierczyk et al.,
2023). Snowball sampling also allows participants with different social connectivity to be
introduced to the study, thus developing richer qualitative data and providing a different
perspective on communal attitudes toward working women in Arab society (Sefcik et al.,
2023).

4. Results

The results of this study present a nuanced exploration of the lived experiences of Arab
working women in Israel, shedding light on the complex interplay between motivation,
societal expectations, and structural limitations in the labor market. Through thematic
analysis of in-depth interviews and focus groups, seven central themes emerged,
reflecting both internal drivers and external challenges shaping women's professional
trajectories.

4.1 Theme 1: Motivational Factors Driving Arab Women in Israel to Join the Workforce
Many Arab women in Israel are motivated to enter the labor market by a combination of
financial necessity, personal growth, and the desire to contribute to society. As one
participant stated, “I didn’t want to depend on anyone—I wanted to be able to support my
children and myself.” Another shared, “I want to prove that I can be more than what others
expect from a traditional woman in my community.” Studies support this sentiment, showing
that Arab women often seek employment not just for economic reasons but also to
achieve independence and reshape gender norms (Fuchs & Friedmann-Wilson, 2018b).
Moreover, Arar (2018) emphasizes that the pursuit of higher education among Arab
women has significantly influenced their professional ambitions and social mobility.
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4.2 Theme 2: Arab Working Women’s Perceptions of Gender Equality in Israeli
Workplaces

All respondents confirmed that gender inequality was a constant barrier, regardless of
their education or effort. One stated, "I finished my master’s and was offered a lower job than
another man who only had a bachelor’s.” Another said, “I am good, but I'm always proving
myself twice as much just because I am/am a woman.” These accounts reflect broader patterns
that have been documented in a few studies. Bar-Haim (2025) found that, despite the
increase in Arab women in Israel entering higher education, finding work in any field,
identifying as a leader or role in higher-paid roles has stayed the same due to systemic
factors perpetuated and institutional failure to address bias. Likewise, Fuchs and
Friedman-Wilson (2018) found that even highly educated Arab women were still
experiencing limited opportunities for work and gender wage gaps compared to other
Jewish women and Arab men. Similarly, the Israel Democracy Institute's perceptions of
inequality indicator report (2023) also confirmed that gender was a strong predictor of
inequities, despite survey respondents all obtaining education, signaling the exclusion
from leadership and decision-making as a consequence of institutional structural factors.
These findings show that education does not provide an avenue to dismantle the systems
of gender inequality.

4.3 Theme 3: The Impact of Gender Stereotypes on the Career Development of Arab
Women in Israel

Arab working women often say that stereotypes affect their careers. As one woman
explained, “It’s assumed that a woman’s place is at home —especially when she is married.”
Another woman reported, “I was told that leadership positions are ‘not for women like us.”
These comments illustrate the deep-rooted cultural expectations that continue to define
gender-appropriate roles. The research of Tabassum and Nayak (2021) highlights this as
well, emphasizing that gender stereotyping affects women’s career trajectories in
important ways because it spurred others” assumptions about women'’s abilities to lead
and grow their professions. Stewart et al. (2021) also concluded that women from
minority groups are still limited in their professional growth because of social norms.

4.4 Theme 4: Experiences of Discrimination Among Arab Women in the Israeli Labor
Market

Discrimination is a common experience for Arab women looking for work in Israel. One
interviewee stated, “When they hear my name or see my headscarf, I notice the tone of the
interview change.” Many Arab women noted they were passed over for a job because of
assumptions made by the employer about their family responsibilities. Badran et al.
(2023) position some of these barriers as either or both intersectional ethnic and gender
discrimination, and recognize that Arab women living with disability encounter
additional discrimination. Sigal and Michon (2024) identified psychological barriers and
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workplace exclusion as important to understanding employment outcomes for Arab
women in Israel.

4.5 Theme 5: Barriers Faced by Arab Women in Israel on Their Path to Career
Advancement

Arab women working in Israel face many barriers to career advancement, including a
lack of mentorship, biases in institutions, and social norms. One woman mentioned,
"There are few Arab women in management; this is frustrating.” Another described it saying,
"Every time I ask for a raise or promotion, 1 feel like I have to justify it twice as much as a man.”
Fuchs and Friedman Wilson (2018) argued that these barriers are compounded by limited
access to supportive networks and linguistic discrimination. Tehawkho and others (2023)
note that even Arab graduates struggle to get jobs that suit their qualifications because of
discrimination based on exclusion and a lack of representation.

4.6 Theme 6: Family, Workplace, and Community Attitudes Toward Arab Women’s
Career Pursuits

Attitudes from family and community members can enable or inhibit women's career
paths. One participant mentioned, “My father encouraged me to study, but when I got a job
offer far from home, he hesitated.” Another noted, “My manager is supportive, but my neighbors
still think I should be home by 5 p.m.”. Lee and others (2023) found that while women’s
immediate families became increasingly supportive, extended community members
more often upheld traditional norms that did not support women with demanding
careers. Furthermore, Shah (2023) discussed the social stress and strain that many
minority women experienced attempting to balance a cultural understanding of what it
means to work with their career aspirations.

4.7 Theme 7: Life Experiences and Identity Factors Influencing Work-Family Balance
Among Arab Women in Israel

In Israel, Arab working women often take on multiple roles that influence their work—
family decisions and identity. "I wake at 5 a.m. to get the kids ready, I work full-time, then I
come home to a different shift,” one woman shared. Another woman provided the
perspective that “I love my job, but I also feel guilt when I miss a school event of one of my kids."”
These experiences are consistent with the explanations by Sahni and others (2025) about
the gendered burden of work-life balance, especially in a collectivist culture. Griguletz
and others (2018) also note that, partly due to limited professional connections and family
responsibilities, Arab women often face hesitation in career progression, despite having
strong personal motivation and qualifications.
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5. Discussion

This study aimed to explore how Arab working women in Israel perceive the gap
between their current workplace realities and their ideal professional aspirations. Input
provided by 40 participants from various backgrounds and professions indicated that
this gap is a continual conflict between educational qualifications, work ethics, and job
opportunities provided to these women. The systemic challenges reflect ingrained
gender norms, workplace culture, community expectations, and structural
discrimination, and the factors listed stand for the real reason for the professional
disconnect between the aspirations with which Arab women in Israel come, and what
they achieve.

It has been observed that the motivation of Arab women to work is not restricted
to the mere financial necessity associated with it. They are also encouraged to develop a
sense of independence, fulfil a part of their identity, and make a social contribution. These
tindings align with previous research by Fuchs and Friedman Wilson (2018), which
indicated that even though, in the last few decades, Arab women in Israel have been
performing better academically, labor force entry has not shown relative reforms. As
Khalaily and others (2023) emphasized, women from this group approach work in a
desire to break social norms, become independent, and displace traditional expectations
that prioritize domestic roles. The qualitative data confirm these findings: these women
are active, engaged agents who resist sociocultural constraints.

Regardless of motivation or attainment, all participants experienced ongoing
workplace gender inequalities. It was explained by many that no matter their level of
education or skill/training, they had to excel differently to earn recognition. This finding
was similar to that of Bar-Haim (2025); even with higher education status, the
employment of Arab women remains comparatively low, especially in a few professions,
like education. Likewise, Fuchs and Friedman Wilson (2018) presented in their study that
even having the highest qualifications, Arab women encountered formal pathways that
restricted their advancement and access to leadership roles. This evidence points to the
fact that the remaining inequalities presented could not be attributed to their skill or even
work output, but to systemic exclusion and structural discrimination that still shaped the
experiences of Arab women working in Israel.

Gender stereotyping made the challenges that Arab women faced worse. Many
participants reported that there are still societal norms guided by the belief that women
have caregiving roles and are less competent when it comes to decision-making in
leading roles. The findings of Tabassum and Nayak (2021) corroborate this evidenced
influence of workplace gender stereotyping when assessing promotion opportunities,
assigned roles and perceptions of competence. Stewart and others (2021) explored
workplace gender stereotyping further, purporting that workplace stereotypical
attributes are often normalized and institutionalized, especially in patriarchal societies.
Moreover, they indicated that normalization of these attributes also restricts women's
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upward mobility and professional career aspirations. The traditional notions present in
the Arab culture impose a further limitation on the traditional attributes; women have to
tulfil the role of support persons to men as breadwinners (Lee et al., 2023). As a result, for
many Arab women, professional aspirations are systematically restricted, even when
they exceed the professional standards presented in their work.

The study also confirmed that discrimination—both from gender and ethnic-
based discrimination —continues to be an obstacle. Participants described being passed
over for promotion, being closed off from participating in decisions, and being judged
based on markers of identity (name, accent, religious dress, etc.). Badran and others
(2023) documented similar results in their study of Arab women with disabilities, where
they found that for their participants, the interconnectedness of ethnicity and gender
exacerbated exclusion from professional spaces. Sigal and Michon (2024) further noted
that the low levels of psychological capital, stemming from ongoing marginalization,
could inhibit these women from pursuing and obtaining opportunities in high-value
sectors. In combination, this intersectional discrimination results in not only limited
stability of access to employment, but also a recirculation of the lack of representation
and utilization of talent among Arab women in Israel.

Social attitudes within families and communities emerged as another influential
factor. While some participants described positive family support for education, many
participants faced family friction about accessing opportunities outside of their families'
placement or in sectors perceived as non-traditional. These themes mirrored those
expressed by Shah (2023), who described that the interplay of ambition and tradition
often leaves Arab women stuck between their professional aspirations and community,
because these aspirations contradict societal and communal expectations. Lee and others
(2023) showed that there has been increased tolerance by Arab families of women's
education, labor market inclusion of women participants is still constrained by culture
and subject to communal scrutiny, especially when women travel, have public visibility,
or engage men in public.

Finally, work—family balance was discovered to be a real concern that shaped Arab
women's decisions and perceptions of their professional aspirations. The participants
each described a continuous “double shift” between working outside the home and
working at home, which inhibited their availability for career advancement, as well as
increased emotional labor. This suggests an agreement with Sahni and others (2025), who
also identified work-life balance as an ongoing gendered concern, particularly in
collectivist societies that disproportionally require women to assume caregiving
responsibilities. As Greguletz and others (2018) acknowledged, structural exclusion from
professional networks and informal promotion channels will further isolate women,
especially through being time poor and subsequently assuming domestic roles. The study
indicates that without some kind of institutional reform or cultural shift, the void
between Arab women's professional situations and career aspirations will continue.
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6. Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that Arab working women in Israel have aspirations
about their profession that diverge substantially from their current work reality. In
particular, the women in this study had a high degree of educational attainment and
were, in general, motivated to work out of a desire for independence and to contribute to
society. However, as revealed throughout the interviews, they were experiencing
structural and cultural constraints in the labor market. The results substantiate the
examination of the following issues in the literature: gender inequality despite the
educational achievement of many of these women, the reality of continuing gender
stereotyping, and intersectional discrimination against Arab women based on their
gender and ethnicity. Combined, these issues are clearly limiting these women’s potential
for developing leadership roles, as well as advancing their professional careers and fully
contributing to the Israeli labor market.

The synthesis of the results illustrates a paradox: that while more Arab women are
obtaining greater professional qualifications and demonstrating ambition, they are still
extremely limited by the expectations and structures of workplace environments. Gender
roles have a stable inter-generational quality based on cultural norms with considerable
impact on women's perceived suitability or even expectation of leadership and
professional presence. Many women still find themselves relegated to degree-required
positions in education and caregiving, and they are being excluded from professional
societies and networks, thus aggravating organizational inequality. Assessment of
discriminatory hiring practices, mentorship for professional development, and access to
comparatively favorable supports through gender-neutral policies are all work
environments contributing to limiting their professional gap. As Bar-Haim (2025), Sigal
and Michon (2024) and Lee (2023) argue, substantive change will require both
institutional boundaries in organizations as well as cultural shifts in communities.

Although this qualitative research yielded thoughtful perspectives, many
questions remain concerning how structural barriers can be dismantled in both public
and private sectors and how deeply rooted stereotypic ideologies can be challenged in
fields that have been hierarchical regarding hiring, promotions and even expectations.
Future research needs to formally evaluate programs such as mentorship initiatives,
gender-sensitive policies, and accountability for employers to narrow the gap for Arab
women working in Israel. There is also a need for longitudinal studies assessing whether
and how younger generations of Arab working women may fundamentally experience
different realities and outcomes when entering the workforce. Ultimately, addressing the
structural and cultural barriers requires both public engagement and community
recognition that continue to curtail the aspirations of Arab women in Israel and,
therefore, their ambitions towards career possibilities will always be limited in terms of
professional aspirations.
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