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The Arab Baby Boom:  
   How It May Affect the World

When it comes to the Middle East, there is no 
shortage of relevant issues to discuss. On 
the plus side, high oil prices and European 

recovery are fueling the spectacular development of 
large industrial and economic projects that make daily 
news throughout the Middle East. On the negative side, 
however, is the serious political unrest fueled by ultra-
conservative religious beliefs that afflicts half the region 
and dominates the news. Those pushing for progress 
and those pushing for regress share the headlines. The 
opposing forces of religion-driven ultraconservatism and 
technology-driven liberalization compete head-to-head 
to capture the support of the Arab baby boomers of 
today. Which will prevail and what its impact on energy 
supply and global interdependence will be is a situation 
worth watching. Clearly, whatever the outcome of this 
unparalleled confrontation, it will have a tremendous 
effect on the rest of the world. 

The region’s changing demographics – the Arab baby 
boom – will drive the success of either liberalism or ultra-

conservatism. This Arab baby boom is a factor rarely 
mentioned in the news because it is invisible to the cameras. 
Now that those under the age of 15 account for nearly  
50 percent of the total Arab population, youngsters will 
have a significant impact on the region’s future. Today’s 
young Arabs are, like previous change-oriented generations, 
challenging the status quo at every opportunity. Eager  
to be part of a modern world, they are demanding the 
education and jobs needed to compete in a global economy. 
Unfortunately, all too often the slow movement of 
progress leaves many youth displaced, disillusioned and 
determined to find alternative sources of pride.

A Region Besieged by Conflict
Mentioning Islam easily conjures thoughts of rising 
extremism, increasing terrorism and sectarian insurgency 
in the Middle East. News abounds when it comes to 
analyzing the deteriorating situation in Iraq, the Iranian 
threat of nuclear ascendancy, increasing tensions between 
Lebanon and Syria and the perennially unresolved, ever-
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worsening Israeli-Palestinian conflict. A quick look at the 
countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
shows that about 40 percent of them are currently 
involved in one serious conflict or another. Any and all 
of these events are a threat to the entire region. In case 
we had forgotten, the controversy that the heated "peak 
oil" discussions sparked last year helped highlight the fact 
that the world’s energy supply is heavily dependent on 
MENA’s reserves. The stability of this conflict-besieged 
region will dictate the future availability of these reserves 
to the rest of the world.

To say that the seriously volatile political and religious 
situation in the Arab world has everyone concerned is  
an understatement. Hardly a day goes by when the heads 
of Arab states and foreign ministers do not analyze these 
threats and look for diplomatic ways to stabilize the region. 
The 27th Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) summit 
held last December in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, specifically 
addressed conflicts in Iraq, Iran, Lebanon and Palestine. 
In his opening remarks, H.R.H. King Abdullah of  
Saudi Arabia, the GCC’s current president, said it best: 
"Our Arab region is besieged by a number of dangers,  
as if it were a powder keg awaiting a spark to explode." 
Frequent consultations between heads of state and 
foreign ministers have followed since the initial debates, 
highlighting the vulnerability of large and small countries 
alike. As this article goes to press, the United States and 
Iran are holding diplomatic negotiations while the U.S. 
Navy is parked in the Persian Gulf, and Iran is threatening 
retaliation against neighboring countries if the United 
States decides to attack. This is a precarious political and 
diplomatic situation at best.

How did the Middle East arrive at this junction? To 
many, the root of current problems lies in the unprogres-
sive policies the Middle East has exhibited over the last 
50 or more years. While most countries have steadily 
progressed on the political and economic front, the 
Middle East has been stagnant. Middle Eastern problems 
have been labeled no-win situations repeatedly in the 
academic world. The reasons are many, ranging from a 
resources curse to a history of authoritarian governments 
and religious fundamentalism. Speculation abounds over 
which historical episode had the greatest influence in 
arresting the region’s development. 

The Tipping Factor: Arab Baby Boomers
Regardless of these political issues, today’s focus is and 
should remain on tomorrow. If Arab countries misspent 
their oil wealth in the 1970s, they are certainly not 
repeating the same mistake this time. They are actually 
diversifying their economies into a post-oil era. The total 

estimated investment in infrastructure and real estate  
in GCC countries – Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) – is 
at $1 trillion, with half of that already invested. Plan 
Abu Dhabi 2030, referring to the growth plan of the 
largest of the UAE’s seven emirates, is worth $400 billion. 
Qatar will be investing $130 billion in the next six years, 
half of it on non-energy projects. Saudi Arabia’s plan  
for five economic cities, currently under construction,  
is expected to attract a $100 billion investment and to 
generate no fewer than 1 million new jobs. According  
to the Council of Arab Economic Unity, countries like 
Kuwait, Morocco, Sudan, Libya and Syria are also 
reaping the benefits from foreign direct investment. 

It is encouraging that the modernization of the Arab 
world seems to be occurring in spite of the political chaos, 
religious extremism and violence reigning in trouble spots. 
It remains unclear if the progressive leadership now seen 
in the region will help offset the extreme conservatism  
of political and religious activists. If developed too fast, 
the push for change and modernization may backfire and 
send the region backward a few decades. If development 
is too slow, it may not satisfy the needs of a young 
population eager to participate in the opportunities of 
the 21st century. This could open the door for an 
expansion of radical activism, resulting in civil wars in 
countries that have thus far evaded the problem. 

Which way will the balance tip? It will depend on the 
pressure that young Arabs exert over socioeconomic 
reforms. The rapidly increasing young labor force is a 
phenomenon that is affecting all MENA countries. 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, MENA countries 
today have a population of 415 million, compared to  
112 million in 1950. The U.S. State Department estimates 
that 45 to 50 percent of those 415 million are under the 
age of 15, compared to 21 percent in the United States 
and 16 percent in the European Union. The current 
MENA population is expected to double by 2050. The 
populations of the Persian Gulf states alone have grown 
from 30 million in 1950 to 74 million in 1980 to 139 
million in 2000. They are expected to reach 321 million 
by 2050.
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Just as the energy industry has been rudely awakened 
to the fact that there are not enough young professionals 
to replace those reaching retirement age, the Arab world 
is waking up to the reality of a young labor force that is 
demanding jobs and opportunities but has, for the most 
part, neither the required skills nor a place to go.

A Curse and a Blessing to Progress
This Arab baby boom is both a curse and a blessing  
to progress. It is a curse because it may have come a  
little too early. As progressive as some Arab countries 
may be today, they have not yet reached the level of 
economic development necessary to provide adequate 
job opportunities to the younger generation. Information 
from the World Bank shows that the region as a whole 
has indeed accelerated job creation and increased women’s 
participation in the labor force, but unemployment 
remains at 11 percent, and MENA still employs a small 
number of its potential workforce. The employment rate 
is just 47 percent, the lowest in the world.

Even if sufficient jobs were available, many young Arabs 
would find themselves ill-prepared and poorly trained for 
performance and survival in today’s business environment. 
According to the World Bank, MENA countries invest 
a higher proportion of their gross domestic product 
(GDP) in education than other regions in the world. In 
spite of this, the education problem persists because the 
emphasis on mass compulsory education throughout 
the region has been, for the most part, minimal or 
nonexistent. Where it does exist, performance standards, 
with a few exceptions, are low and inadequate, lacking 
the discipline and competitiveness that promote individual 
achievement. Unchallenged to the best of their abilities, 
Arab youth are often unfairly characterized as lazy. Even 
those who have a university degree find it difficult to get 
the types of jobs to which they aspire, in part because many 
prefer traditional government jobs, which are perceived 
as offering more security and better benefits. Add to that 
picture the Bedouin ethos that considers manual labor as 
dishonorable, and one may begin to understand why the 
massive engineering and construction projects currently 
under way still require a huge importation of foreign 

labor while local youngsters are clamoring for jobs.
To help curb unemployment, countries like Saudi 

Arabia and Oman have launched "Saudization" and 
"Omanization" campaigns to encourage local businesses 
and institutions to employ nationals over foreigners. 
Along with Saudization, there are clear and tangible 
efforts in Saudi Arabia to bring mass education to even 
the remotest areas in the country, increase the number 
of schools, colleges and universities and accelerate job 
creation. Although these initiatives will not generate 
results overnight, the foundation being established 
around these critical issues is impressive.

Unfortunately, without sufficient education and an 
adequate number of jobs available to help channel their 
energy, adolescents may turn to delinquency and crime. 
Frustrated with their governments and the world at large, 
some segments of this young population may resort to  
violence. Predisposed against a system that is unable to 
provide them with the tools needed to succeed, they 
become easy prey for extremist recruiters. This threat was 

recently illustrated by an unprecedented 
propaganda video aired last April in 
Pakistan, which showed a 12-year-old boy 
beheading a citizen accused of spying 
against extremists operating in the 
Afghan-Pakistani border. As reported by 
the Associated Press, "The use of a child 
to conduct the beheadings stands out even 
among those [videos] filmed by militants 

in Iraq." Also at risk are the children of the Arab diaspora 
who are coming of age in foreign countries, bringing their 
own demands and exerting increasing pressure on their 
local communities. The rioting of young Arabs in France 
in 2005 is one example; the recent eruption of violence 
in Lebanon, originating in Palestinian refugee camps 
established there after World War II, is another. 

On the other hand, the rapidly growing population  
of young Arabs may be a blessing to the modernization of 
the Arab world. Thanks to global communications,  
the younger Muslim generation is fully aware of the 
opportunities available to their counterparts around the 
globe, and they want the same opportunities to succeed. 
Media improvements are creating a global communication 
glasnost as entertainment around the world is becoming 
more and more dominated by Western culture. Tom 
Freston, the former CEO of Viacom, said in a recent 
interview: "Today’s young people have passports to 
two different worlds – to their own culture and ours." 
Consequently, this increasingly young labor force is 
exerting significant internal pressure for their countries 
to adopt the kind of progress that offers them a ticket to 

As progressive as some Arab countries may be today, they 
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financial prosperity. For the most part, however, jobs are 
not readily available, which is forcing governments to 
accelerate economic development.

Historically, there have always been countries 
that, either by force or by choice, have stepped 
aside while progress passed them by. In the 
process, they may have lost some of their best 
young professionals who migrated elsewhere in 
search of better opportunities. The brain-drain 
phenomenon is certainly another factor that 
MENA countries must anticipate if their educational 
goals outpace job creation.

Interdependence and Globalization
Because of the realization of energy interdependence and 
globalization, industrialized countries today recognize that 
a laissez-faire attitude in the Middle East is no longer 
acceptable. They, too, are exerting significant pressure on 
developing countries to move forward. Choosing to stay 
behind as a country is getting harder and harder.

Interdependence also has brought a new awareness 
among Arab leaders. They know the 21st century is 
forcing the region to play a different, more engaged role. 
It is no accident that the most progressive MENA countries 
are seeking new investments to diversify their economies, 
are developing entrepreneurship and are focusing on 
economic growth and reforms that are more in line with 
future demands. The World Bank reports that in 2006 
MENA’s economies had a real GDP growth of 6.3 percent, 
the best growth performance for the region in more than 
10 years. Such a robust growth helped increase the GDP 
per capita by 4.2 percent in spite of explosive demographics. 
Spreading the wealth down to the lowest levels of society, 
however, requires immediate and specific attention. 

The examples of China and Latin America help 
illustrate the fact that globalization tends to widen the 
gap of inequality. While increasing the demand  
for skilled, technology-savvy workers, it leaves 
behind those lacking proper education and  
training. Left unattended, the result is a turn 
toward populist regimes as is currently the case  
in several Latin American countries. The only 
way to ensure that the bulk of the population 
shares the fruits of reform – the only way to make 
progress sustainable – is through mass education 
at every level. It is encouraging that most of the large 
industrial and economic cities under construction  
in progressive Middle East countries have a strong 
educational component. In Saudi Arabia, where the  
push for education is tangible, illiteracy has decreased 
from 60 percent two decades ago to 16 percent today. 

Planning and development alone, however, do not 
a transformation make. The remaining significant 
challenges are to increase public awareness and to 

ensure that middle management properly carries out the 
directives from the top.

All of the above speaks of tremendous efforts to 
embrace the market opportunities of the new century. 
The unfortunate truth is, however, that traditional 
religious beliefs and their conflicting interpretations are 
real barriers that need addressing if countries are going 
to modernize in a sustainable fashion. Left unchanged, 
they will hold back MENA countries and their young 
adults who are eager to be part of the modern world. The 
internal pressure is building and will continue to build, 
perhaps threatening to dramatically influence change in 
the Islamic world from the inside out. 

Youth Perspective
The vast majority of young Arabs, both men and women, 
understand that there is a clash not so much between 
tradition and modernization but between religious 
extremism and moderation. Particularly after 9/11, young 
modern Arabs are openly questioning the prevailing 
ultraconservative interpretation of the Quran, which 
they associate with a buildup of unnecessary violence. 
Across the board, males are more freely expressing their 
frustrations at not being able to socialize and generally 
live in the same way as their counterparts around the 
world. Young women also are expressing their points 

of view. In conservative countries where wearing black 
abayas (robes) has been the rule, it is not uncommon 
today to see young women wearing their long abayas 
open to reveal jeans, and there is some indication that 
the wearing of nonblack abayas among modern women 
may soon become a trend. 

Historically, there have always been countries that, 

either by force or by choice, have stepped aside 

while progress passed them by.
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But Arab women are going far beyond clothing when 
trying to become part of a modern society. They are 
focusing on how to have more access to education, more 
mobility and more business opportunities, including 
entrepreneurship. Even in the most conservative states, 
young Arab women are becoming a force. Not only  
are they enrolling in schools and graduating in greater 
numbers than men, but they are also demonstrating that 
they are as capable and dedicated as men when it comes 
to technology. For instance, in May 2007, 60 percent  
of the Sony Creative Science Awards went to girls in a 
competition for school-age boys and girls held at the 
Prince Sultan Science and Technology Center in Al 
Khobar, Saudi Arabia. Also in the Saudi Kingdom, two 
teams of women entered the First Junior RoboCup 
Championship in the under-14 and under-18 categories. 
The winners of the championship, which was organized 
by the National Talent Training Center of the Eastern 
Province, qualified to participate in the RoboCup 2007 
in Atlanta, Georgia, in July 2007.

Another refreshing example of Arab youth wanting  
to live a better life was recently provided by the city  
of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, where the mayor, Adel Fakieh, 
is leading a campaign to clean the city’s walls of "monu-
mental" graffiti. Surprisingly, the greatest collection of 
volunteers came from the same gangs of 18-year-olds 
that had defaced the walls in the first place. These gang 

members and those who proudly claim branches in other 
cities declared that because the municipality had embar-
rassed them by being nice and supportive of their needs, 
they felt compelled to help clean the city. To preserve 
city landmarks, the mayor has declared 29 walls officially 
open to graffiti artists and has promised to increase 
playgrounds and sports parks in city-owned land.

The Real Challenge
While industrialized countries are enjoying the benefits 
of fast, Internet-abled communications, Middle Eastern 
countries have to deal with the challenge of balancing 
religion-driven ultraconservatism with technology-driven 
liberalization. Whatever the outcome, the new Islamic 
youth population will be the variable that tips the 
balance between them.

With internal and external forces pushing for modern-
ization in the Middle East, and with sectarian civil wars 
threatening to expand, the jury is still out on who will 
win the confrontation between progress and extreme 
conservatism. One thing is clear: An increasing number 
of young Arabs, both men and women, refuse to be passed 
up by progress. n 

Dr. Zlatica (ZK) Kraljevic is a founding member of the 
Board of Directors of the Women Business Council of 
the American Middle East Economic Affairs Council 
(AMEAC) and a member of the Board of Directors of the 
Global Energy Management Institute. She also serves on 
the Advisory Board of World Oil’s 2007 Women Global 
Leadership Conference and is co-founder of the Greater 
Houston Energy Education Collaborative, winner of the 
2006 World Oil Best Outreach Program Award. 

Dr. Kraljevic has a distinguished 25-year career in the  
U.S. energy industry, having worked with companies 
such as Exxon, Enron, Mobil, El Paso and Halliburton, 
holding leadership positions in international operations. 
She specializes in the startup, structuring and manage-
ment of new business units, project development, project 
management, turnaround of international operations 
and advanced negotiations. As an entrepreneur,  
Dr. Kraljevic serves as CEO of Krahn Consultants, Inc., 
and is credited with helping to build a history-making 
venture from inception to commercialization, attracting 
$65 million in international investment and creating  
500 new jobs in the Houston area. As an active public 
speaker, she has addressed professional audiences in 
four continents on energy, business and executive 
women issues. Dr. Kraljevic currently resides in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 


