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The rapid economic transformations experienced by the Gulf states over the past three decades resulted
in exponential growth in various economic sectors including oil and gas, construction, healthcare, and
hospitality. This accelerated development led to a reliance on migrant labour, creating a radical
imbalance in the country’s demographics with expatriates accounting for nearly 90% of the UAE's
population of 10 million in 2021. This disproportion inadvertently led to a surge in social modernity
conflicting with the UAE's traditional values and norms. Additionally, an increase in oil rents triggered a
construction boom, spurring migration from rural areas to city centres. Today, nearly 75% of the UAE's
population resides in urban neighbourhoods, creating a multicultural fusion of the liberal and capitalist
tendencies of the West alongside the conservative practices of the Arabian Gulf.

Should the trend towards globalisation continue, further integrating world economies, societies, and
ideas, there is the potential for undesirable cultural outcomes relating to transnational interdependence.
In particular, globalisation has brought about changes in how family dynamics are perceived and fulfilled
in Arab culture, altering’ the traditional roles and responsibilities assigned to male and female figures
within the family unit. The traditional Emirati family unit is bound by tribal kinship and culturally driven
family values, including arranged endogamous marriage. Such arrangements have long been considered
the norm, not necessarily the rule, for many Khaleeji families in the region. Yet studies have concluded
that arranged marriages are a leading contributor to divorce throughout the GCC. Several studies point
to the limited opportunities prospective couples have to become acquainted with each other prior to
signing a marriage contract as the main cause of high divorce rates in the Gulf states.

As today's younger generation is faced with increased accessibility to information, including multiple
social media platforms and messaging applications, the virtual world is upending traditional means of
socialisation and courtship. This digital freedom challenges the Emirati family unit as the primary source
of values and culture for today’s youth. According to Frances Hesso, Associate Professor of Sociology at
Oberlin College and author of Consuming Desires: Family Crisis and the State in the Middle East, such
modern forms of connectivity have created “new opportunities for private socialising, unsupervised
gender mixing outside of family circles, and virtual and nonvirtual romantic or lustful trysts” that are
typically difficult for conservative parents or family members to control. Today's generation relies less
on immediate family members to arrange opportunities for socialisation and matchmaking, and more on
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technology such as dating forums and virtual communities. This has shifted the boundary between the
private and public domains while disrupting the primary role of the patriarchal Emirati family. Expanded
opportunities for social interaction outside the tribal structure have led to increased autonomy among
today’s youth, who aim to defy social expectations while seeking out relationships based on personal
choice. Marriages based on love and those across different religious denominations, and marriages
between Emiratis and foreign nationals are all on the rise in the UAE.

Mixed Marriage: A rise in nuptials between Emirati citizens and foreign nationals

Data published by the UAE's Ministry of Justice regarding marriage contracts registered in federal courts
in four Emirates (Sharjah, Ajman, umm al-Quwain, Fujairah) between 2010 and 2019 have shown that
mixed marriages are gradually increasing across the UAE. Across the four Emirates, 5530 marriage
contracts were registered in total between Emiratis and non-Emiratis throughout the nine years. Such
data indicates Emirati males are more likely to marry non-Emiratis than Emirati females, accounting for
more than twofold of the registered contracts, as shown in figure 1. The data also indicates mixed
marriages are more prevalent in urban than rural areas in the UAE.

Table
Emirate Ajman Fujairah Sharjah Umm al-Quwain Total
Emirati female to non-Emirati 349 139 724 90 1302
male
Emirati males to non-Emirati 1500 437 2042 249 4228
female
Total 1849 576 2766 339 5530

Figure 1. Source: UAE’s Ministry of Justice.

From 2016 to 2018, more than 500 of 1836 cross-national marriages in the four Emirates were
polygamous in nature. Primarily these involved married Emirati males seeking non-Emirati females as
second wives. In comparison, 471 of 7957 endogamous marriages during the same time period were
Emirati females accepting to be second wives.? The majority of the non-Emirati females were single at
the time of marriage, while more than half of Emirati females were divorced.

The latest statistics by the Ministry of Justice reveal a 14% increase between 2019 and 2020 in mixed
marriages in Sharjah, Aiman, Umm al-Quwain, and Fujairah. Sharjah recorded the most number of
mixed marriages with 254 marriages, followed by Ajman with 226 marriages.? In Dubai 522 of the 3198
or 16.3% of marriages were cross-national in the first nine months of 2020.

Mixed marriages between an Emirati and a foreigner are not novel to Emirati society and have been
taking place since the country's formation. However, the negative connotation attached to such
marriages has not diminished. Throughout the years, governmental officials, members of the UAE
Parliament, religious figures, media outlets, and citizens have expressed their concerns over cross-
national marriages, going as far as calling for decrees to be passed preventing mixed marriages.* The
concern, according to Federal National Council member, Hamad Al Rohoomi from Dubai is that an
increase in mixed marriages (i.e. an Emirati marrying a foreign national) affects the country’s overall
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national identity. Mr. Rohoomi's issue is that if Emirati men, for example, continue on a path of opting for
non-national wives, young Emirati women will be left with a diminished pool of eligible males to wed;
stating his point is not a critic of expatriates, but rather a matter of demographics.®

The UAE government response

Considering the average price of hosting an Emirati wedding can cost anywhere from AED 295,000 (USD
80,000) to AED 495,000 (USD 135,000)° with the groom'’s family covering the majority of expenses, such
exorbitant fees have often been portrayed as the justification for UAE nationals marrying someone
outside Emirati society.” To help alleviate the financial burden while also encouraging marriage between
Emirati nationals, the UAE government subsidises the cost of weddings by providing marriage grants
through a one-time lump sum of AED 70,000 to eligible couples.®

In 2021, the ministry distributed AED 190.8 million in marriage subsidies, an 11% increase from the
previous year and the largest sum distributed since the grants were first introduced. Over 2,700 young
Emirati citizens benefited from the 2021 incentives, 252 more than the previous year. While marriage
grants assist couples in financing their wedding expenses, to qualify for such a grant both the bride and
groom must be Emirati citizens.®

Likewise, to further lessen economic pressures associated with Emirati marriage, the UAE's Ministry of
Community Development often arranges mass weddings and hosts frequent awareness campaigns to
educate Emirati youth on the importance of marriage and commitment, including sound financial
planning. “[This helps prepare them to] assume their marital responsibilities and raise awareness on the
importance of psychological and social harmony to achieve marital happiness,” according to the Minister
of Community Development, Hessa Buhumaid.®

Nonetheless, the UAE is home to nearly 200 diverse nationalities with expatriates accounting for nearly
90% of the population. UAE nationals would inevitably consider marriage outside Emirati society to a
foreign national. Furthermore, as more Emirati women enter the workforce, mixed-gender spaces have
become the norm for Emiratis of both genders, though Emirati women continue to face cultural and
social scrutiny including legal hurdles that Emirati men do not when it comes to mixed marriages outside
Emirati society.

Should an Emirati woman wish to marry a non-Emirati, for example, she must obtain consent from her
parents or legal guardian.!” Additionally, she may also face obstacles in obtaining citizenship for her
children born to foreign fathers. Amendments were made to federal law in 2017 that granted children of
Emirati women married to non-Emirati men the right to become citizens after the age of six, however,
despite this legal framework, the citizenship process requires years of waiting. It is also a process that
Emirati men are not subject to. UAE federal family laws, which are based on Sharia Law, designate a
mother as the primary custodian of her child, meaning she is “responsible for keeping, raising, and
caring for the child”’? while the father remains the child’s legal guardian. In 2022, UAE President Sheikh
Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan issued a directive granting children born to Emirati mothers and foreign
fathers the same access to government-issued healthcare and education as children born to Emirati
fathers.

Sheikha Jawaher Al Qasimi, wife of Sheikh Sultan Al Qasimi, ruler of Sharjah, tweeted on more than one
occasion calling for the country’s dire need to reconsider the naturalisation of children of Emirati
mothers and their current status quo. In January 2021, she tweeted that the naturalisation of children of
Emirati mothers is a necessity."® The children, born and raised in the UAE by Emirati mothers, often
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speak of loyalty and patriotism to the country being raised with Emirati values and customs, yet their
official documents reflect otherwise serving as a reminder that they do not legally have a sense of
belonging. While the process to obtain citizenship after the age of six is possible, the procedure can be
“long, confusing and complicated, requiring many approval processes, and is by no means guaranteed to
succeed,”™ according to Emirati mother, Rasha Abu Baker, UAE editor of the Khaleej Times, who is
married to a non-national in the UAE.

The Impact on Fertility Rates

To many UAE citizens, an increase in mixed marriages is a sign of concern as it dilutes the national
identity, weakens local customs, and alters the population balance.' Many Emirati parents believe that
as their daughters grow older their prospects for an appropriate match lessen.’® As a result, parents
champion early weddings, hoping their daughters avoid “spinsterhood” (anousa in Arabic), a term used
to label unmarried women in their late 20s or older.”” The number of so-called spinsters in the country,
however, has hit a staggering high.'® Likewise, “marrying late” was once a socially and culturally
demoralising decision for Emirati women, however today it has become a viable solution to assure
autonomy in choosing a husband, particularly as the social expectations of a “traditional” wife are
renegotiated in the culture.’®

As a result of the evolving perception of gender equality and traditional family roles in Emirati society,
including the emergence of more Emirati women taking on professional roles in the workplace, the birth
rate in the UAE has dropped considerably over the past few decades. In the last 30 years alone, the
fertility rate in the UAE dropped from 5.9 births (per woman) in 1980, to 1.5 in 2020,?° more than double
the global average.?' The UAE currently ranks 174™ out of 189 countries analysed in relation to birth
rates.?> While prevailing health issues, lifestyle choices, increased access to birth control, and dietary
habits are factors, Reema Sabban, associate professor of sociology at Zayed University accredits such a
decline to the “pressures of the fast-moving modern society on the younger generations.” Younger
generations of Emirati women are “not interested in having too many children, and are more focused on
finding a job and pursuing their career,” she adds. “Having a professional life, self-achievement and
satisfaction are the main reasons for the drop”?3

Underlying Factors of the UAE’s Increasing Divorce Rates

Marriage and family are revered as both a religious and moral duty in the Islamic religion.?*
Reconciliation over differences is typically encouraged for couples with divorce regarded as a last resort.
Since the establishment of the state in 1971 the UAE government has promoted marriage between
nationals in light of its demographic imbalance as well as concerns from citizens regarding the declining
political and economic functions of the tribal structure.?> For the state, marriage also functions as a
means to preserve moral and social norms, and women are traditionally expected to pass Islamic values
to their children.?® To further facilitate the nation-building process, the UAE government has long
prioritised the empowerment and education of women, with nearly 77% of all Emirati women enrolling
in secondary school while accounting for 70% of all university graduates in 2020.?” Further
compounding this skewed distribution, a 2013 study found that nearly 35% of male Emirati students
drop out before finishing high school.?® Additionally, Emirati men face increased family and cultural
pressures to serve as the family breadwinner early on while also carrying the burden of saving money in
preparation for marriage. In stark contrast, young Emirati females are encouraged to pursue higher
education as low-level skilled jobs are rare for uneducated women in Emirati society.?®
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Such educational strides have resulted in a gender imbalance, tipping the scale of traditional gender
roles in the Emirates. In addition, the role of the patriarchal family continues to evolve through the
introduction of the increasing number of women in the workplace. Divorce and non-traditional family
forms including single parents are incrementally becoming more acceptable in society.3 Furthermore,
women who have chosen to delay or forgo marriage altogether to prioritise their careers as well as those
viewed as the breadwinners are “manifestations of change in family functions and values”'

Today's generation tends to favour postponing nuptials until they are much older, often choosing to
concentrate on their education before settling down with a partner. Throughout the region, the rate of
early marriage has continued to drop drastically with the UAE witnessing the fastest pace of decline.
According to the Social Research Centre at the American University in Cairo, “...the percentage of women
aged 15 to 19 who were married dropped from 57% in 1975 to 8% in 1995.” 32 As of 2019, the median
age of marriage for Emirati females in Abu Dhabi was 26.3 years.3® While deviations in traditional
marriage patterns reflect the social and demographic shift the region has experienced in such a short
period of time, increases in higher education enrolment and the redefinition of a woman'’s role in society
also factor into the decision-making of Emirati women who choose to delay marriage at a young age.

An escalation in early divorce rates is an increasing trend causing concern throughout the Emirates. In
2021, nearly 62% of Emirati marriages ended in divorce within the first four years in Abu Dhabi alone.3*
Bridgewater State University in Massachusetts surveyed 200 recently divorced couples in the UAE and
discovered a correlation between the rising divorce rates in the Emirates and social issues at home,
with 54% of the participants citing “family interference in their personal affairs” as a reason for seeking a
divorce. Traditional cultural norms could contribute to this interference. Many traditional Emiratis live in
multi-generational households, for example, in some cases with both sets of families. It is also customary
for newlyweds to reside with the husband's family following their nuptials.

The study also concluded that the lowest divorce rates in the Emirates occurred among those with the
least amount of education, mainly illiterate women (7.5%) and illiterate men (7%). Conversely, the
highest rates of divorce occurred among individuals who obtained higher education, including 39.5% of
female divorcees and 30% of male divorcees holding secondary degrees at the time of their divorce.3®
Expanded participation in the workforce allows women more control over their own wealth and family
spending while decreasing dependency on their spouses. Newfound financial liberty makes women
more conscious of their rights and future aspirations and less likely to accept a less-than-equal position
within the family unit.”

Social media also plays a role in the decline in marriage as celebrities and influencers promote
unrealistic expectations of the “ideal partner” on popular platforms such as Snapchat and Instagram.®
This is compounded by the sheer volume of time that UAE users spend online per day: Emiratis average
eight hours of screen time daily, including three hours a day on social media.*® This online addiction
provokes distance between couples, minimising the opportunity for meaningful interaction according to
Dr. Saeed Al Darmaki, director of family guidance and alternative solutions at the Abu Dhabi Judicial
Department. “We are seeing many cases of family disputes that often result in divorce because of lack of
proper communication between spouses, caused by excessive use of social media,” he noted.*°
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Sustaining the Emirati woman'’s role in society

The late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the founding father of the United Arab Emirates originally
fostered the notion of female empowerment. “Islam affords women their rightful status, and encourages
them to work in all sectors, as long as they are afforded appropriate respect,” he said.*' Today, virtually a
third of the country’s ambassadors are female. Likewise, nearly 28% of the UAE government’'s ministerial
roles are held by women — one of the highest proportions in the region.4? The UAE ranked first in the
Middle East in a recent World Bank study that measured women'’s economic opportunities across 190
countries using parameters such as pay, entrepreneurship, mobility, and pension.** From 2018 to 2022,
44,000 licenses were allotted to female businesswomen in the UAE with 58% issued to Emirati
entrepreneurs.* Nationwide, the UAE is home to 32,000 Emirati businesswomen who manage ventures
worth $10.9 billion.*>

In a recent speech during a United Nations Security Council meeting, UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres warned the goal of gender equality is “300 years away,” arguing a lack of education and
employment opportunities are partly to blame.*® Nonetheless, the UAE government remains a global
outlier in terms of prioritising the advancement of women through such initiatives as the National
Strategy for the Empowerment of Women. Launched on International Women'’s Day in 2015, the policy
provides a framework for both private and public sectors to ensure a decent living is provided for
women including opportunities to increase female participation in the sustainable and developmental
fields.®

The establishment of the Gender Balance Council in 2015 was tasked with the mission to reduce the
gender gap across employment in UAE government sectors, particularly in decision-making positions,*®
and to establish the Emirates as a global benchmark in its gender equality endeavours. In 2019, the
Council assisted in passing historic reforms intended to increase gender equality in Emirati society and
enhance women'’s economic empowerment. Article 37 of Federal Law 17 of 1972 concerning passports
and nationality was amended to allow women the freedom to apply for a passport in the same manner
as a man without the consent of her husband.*® Other legislation passed allowed for women to be
considered “head of household,” removing the legal obligation for a woman to “obey” her spouse,° as
well as introducing critical legislation criminalising domestic violence and sexual harassment in the
workplace.

Following suit to support gender equality, the UAE Central Bank announced in 2019 all UAE banking and
financial institutions would be required to provide equal services to customers and businesses of both
genders without discrimination, including loans and credit facilities. The decision was undertaken to
ensure women maintain unrestricted access to financial opportunities, which in turn allows the UAE to
be “better prepared for future economic, health, and social crises.”>" Further reinforcing women’s
economic empowerment and protection, amendments were made to Article 32 of the UAE Labour Law
ensuring women receive equal pay for equal work compared to their male counterparts.>?

Such legislation underscores the long-term priority the UAE places on female empowerment and its
intent to lead globally in the promotion of gender equality. The rapid socio-economic growth
experienced by the UAE in the last half century has resulted in a vast transformation of Emirati society
spearheaded by the UAE leadership's vision prioritising the significant role Emirati women will play in
shaping society for decades to come.
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