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Main Points for Discussion  

“ [D]espite the rhetoric in support of the family in the region, family allowances as well as adequate 
maternity leave and childcare provisions are practically non-existent; labour market participation by 
women remains the lowest in the world, while the rate of unemployment among women is the highest 
in the world. Child marriage is prevalent, with little progress in gender equality”. A/69/61 

 
The Arab Paradox 
Although the family is confirmed as the basic unit of society in most constitutions in the region, and 
the family’s strength, stability and commitment to its individual members is considered the foundation 
of national and regional development trajectories, the reality is far different from the ideal. Across the 
region, the family has not been an essential component in designing development policies and 
strategies and the individual, not the family as a unit, remains the focus of national strategies and 
polices. This anomaly continues to sabotage the development targets and cause family instability and 
breakdown. 
 
Generalizing the Arab Family  
Arab states are not homogenous. Families are not the same. Yet, at the national or regional levels, 
policies and strategies are designed for an “ideal stereotypical family” and they do not recognize the 
socio economic, cultural and geographical contexts that make each family unique and require different 
policies and interventions. 
 
Family Policy on the back burner … for now 
The Arab region is currently witnessing unprecedented levels of conflict and unrest, especially 
following what has been inappropriately called an "Arab Spring". The stability of families in this time 
is even more important to support overall social stability. However, there are different priorities now 
in the region, like security and fighting terrorism. The social agenda is on the back burner. 

 

To illustrate, during the preparations for the 10th anniversary of the International Year of the family, 
the region marked that anniversary at the national and the regional levels. This anniversary, the lack of 
activity, at the regional or national levels reflects the new priorities and realities on the ground. A 
comprehensive assessment of the situation of families, let alone of family polices has not been made 
and is urgently needed.   



 

 

 
Family Policy Development  - the missing essentials 
The region currently lacks the essentials for effective family policy development: family research and 
reliable statistics. Research that can inform and influence policy development is almost non-existent, 
partly because research is designed to meet donor’s priorities. The same applies for qualified and 
experienced policy experts. Hence, the influx of foreign consultation firms providing policy analyses 
and recommendations in many countries.  
Despite the fact the some states are actively engaging in data collection, limited data is publicly 
released and valuable data is not analyzed.  
The establishment of civil society organizations is strictly regulated in many countries and their role 
diminished to focus mainly on charity – fostering individuals and families dependence on these 
organizations.   A recent report by the Arab Network of NGOs sponsored by the Doha International 
Family Institute on the Social Risks Facing the Arab Family clearly reveals the Arab civil society, in 
the 11 countries that the report covers, lacks the capacity to respond the multiple risks facing the 
family and calls on civil society to adopt in its work a development empowerment approach instead of 
social care approach and to apply a comprehensive family centered approach instead of focusing on 
individual members of the family.  
 
The Family as enabler of development  
The family is important in development because it is an enabler and a facilitator; it makes sustainable 
development possible because healthy, stable families are needed for the economy to fulfill its 
purpose. Failing to support and protect family relationships and consequently, family breakdown is 
extremely costly even in solely economic terms. The adverse impact is felt everywhere across 
cultures, by the individuals, the families and the societies. As a result, many governments reacted by 
designing and implementing individual centered policies not family centered policies, sometimes 
overlooking the needs of intact families that needed as much support. A new approach to family 
policy is urgently needed; one that targets strengthening family relations and promoting family 
cohesion as desired models.  
 
Framing policies around the intention to strengthen families rather than take over their functions will 
empower families and individuals and will lessen their dependence on the state.   
 
 
How to build a family centered policy framework? 
- By making policy makers and planners more attentive to analyzing the impact of policies on family 
relationships and families ability to contribute to the achievement of policy goals and to propose 
interventions accordingly.  
 
- By reviewing and assessing current public policies and their impact on family relations, many 
policies can be amended to support family relationships and enabling the achievement of development 
outcomes.  



 

 

By targeting the family as the entry point to achieve development targets like ending poverty or 
maternal mortality, education of children, ending child marriage or dealing with domestic violence.  
Examples of desired polices, with special emphasis on the themes of the 20th anniversary of the 
International Year of the Family include: 

1- Policies that support relationship building like couples and parent education. 
2- Policies that support and do not penalize poor intact families.  
3- Policies that recognize the value and role of men in families and enable men to be more 

involved in the family, especially in caring for children.  
4- Polices that recognize and respect the equal rights of women in the family as well as their 

rights as individuals.   
5- Policies that recognize childbirth as a social function and guarantee families the rights to social 

and economic support for child development and care and couples the opportunity to balance 
their family and work lives and responsibilities.  

6- Policies that address the needs of families that care for elderly and disabled family members. 
7- Policies that support intergenerational living arrangements / housing.  

 
Doha Conference to mark the 20th anniversary of the International Year of the Family  
The Doha International Family Institute (DIFI) will organize an international conference to mark the 
20th anniversary of the International Year of the Family on 16 – 17 April 2014 in Doha. The theme of 
the conference is “Empowering Families, a pathway to development”. The conference will be 
attended by policy makers, researchers and experts and NGOs from around the world.  
   
 
 
 
 
 


