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5 Women’s Employment at Risk in the Arab States

The 2026 Middle East crisis is generating an economic shock across the Arab States, with scenario-
based estimates pointing to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) losses of up to USD 194 billion, 3.6 
million jobs at risk, and up to 4 million additional people pushed into poverty (UNDP, 2026). Women 
are disproportionately exposed, including through employment patterns that are narrowly concentrated 
and structurally fragile (ESCWA and UN Women, 2026): across Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, the State 
of Palestine and the Syrian Arab Republic, about 50 percent of employed women work in education, 
health, and public administration, while informality among women ranges from 40 to 71 percent of total 
employment (ILOSTAT, 2026), affecting women heavily—over two-thirds of female workers in Egypt, 
more than half in Lebanon, and nearly half in Jordan, Iraq and the State of Palestine work without formal 
contracts or social protection. 

The economic shock operates through two reinforcing channels that increase women’s vulnerability 
to employment instability and risk of job loss. In the short term, demand contractions in private and 
informal sectors in the countries in scope may put 34,000–56,000 women’s jobs immediately at risk, 
potentially nearly 80,000 under high-stress scenarios with informal losses likely underestimated. In the 
medium term, tightening fiscal space threatens women’s employment in education, health and public 
administration through hiring freezes, real wage erosion and arrears, disproportionately excluding 
young educated women from formal labour market entry. Given that gaps between men and  women’s 
employment (20 percent women’s labour force participation versus 70 percent of men (ESCWA and UN 
Women, 2024)) already cost Middle East and North Africa (MENA) economies several percentage points 
of GDP annually—and closing them could raise GDP per capita by 50–79 percent in some countries 
(Fiuratti, Pennings, & Torres, 2024)—recovery strategies must center income protection for informal 
workers, targeted support to women led enterprises, and safeguarded public sector pathways to prevent 
lasting economic and social damage.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The economic shock triggered by the 2026 Middle 
East conflict is not limited to conflict affected 
countries or trade disruption alone. It propagates 
through energy prices, fiscal space, household 
incomes, and labour markets, compounding pre-
existing fragility across the Arab States region. 
Because women’s employment is structurally 
concentrated in a narrow set of sectors, closely 
tied to public budgets and care provision, the 
same shock transmits differently — and often 
more persistently — to women than to men.

In a scenario-based analysis, ESCWA and UNDP 
depict a dreary situation. ESCWA estimated losses 
of approximately $63 billion in the first two weeks 
alone (1.6 percent of regional GDP) rising to 
$150 billion (3.7 percent) if the conflict persisted 
for a month (ESCWA, 2026). More recent UNDP 
projections estimate GDP losses of up to $194 
billion (in constant 2015 USD), with up to 3.64 
million jobs at risk and up to 4 million additional 
people pushed into poverty across the Arab States 
(UNDP, 2026).

The projected increase in unemployment in 
the Arab States region is expected to fall more 
heavily on unskilled workers. Under high-intensity 
scenarios, unskilled unemployment would rise by 
3 to 4.5 percentage points, compared to 2.5 to 3.5 
percentage points for skilled workers, equivalent to 
up to 2.5 million additional unskilled unemployed 
and 1.2 million skilled unemployed. While the GCC 
would carry the largest share of the losses, in Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon, the State of Palestine and the 
Syrian Arab Republic 318 thousand workers would 
lose their job, mostly unskilled (263 thousand)1  
(UNDP, 2026).

Yet aggregate figures also mask a fundamental 
asymmetry: this shock is not gender-neutral, as 
evidenced by both past crises and current labour 
market structures. 

Women often experience crises differently from 
men, as labour market segmentation, care 
responsibilities, and social norms combine 
to make their employment more vulnerable 
during periods of economic stress. Evidence 
from the COVID-19 pandemic illustrates this 
clearly. Women, particularly those working in the 
private sector, were significantly more likely to 
exit employment, exacerbating the pre-existing 
low participation of females in the labor force 
(averaging 20 percent in Egypt, Jordan, Morocco 
and Tunisia prior to the pandemic (El Behairy, 
Hendy & Yassin, 2022)). While 76 to 86 percent of 
men employed in the private sector across Egypt, 
Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia remained employed 
(in some status) one-year into the pandemic, only 
54 to 71 percent of women did so (Krafft, Assaad, 
& Marouani, 2021). This disparity has been linked 
to suddenly increased caregiving responsibilities 
resulting from school and nursery closures, 
alongside social norms that tend to prioritize 
men’s employment when jobs become scarce 
(World Bank, 2023). A similar pattern may emerge 
in the current crisis, with women facing faster 
and deeper employment losses that threaten 
not only immediate livelihoods. Given that most  
governments in the Arab States have embedded 
women’s economic participation as a measurable 
priority in their national development plans, failing 
to protect women’s jobs during this crisis risks not 
only reversing recent gains but also undermining 
the broader macroeconomic case for gender 
inclusion.

1. THE SCALE OF THE 
ECONOMIC SHOCK

1	 According to UNDP scenario-based projections, “these results are driven mainly by Iraq and Jordan, with additional contributions from Lebanon.” 
(UNDP, 2026)
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The largest macroeconomic losses are 
concentrated in the GCC and Mashreq subregions, 
which includes Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, the State of 
Palestine and the Syrian Arab Republic (UNDP, 
2026). This rapid assessment focuses on the 
five non-GCC countries, alongside Egypt3. These 
countries are not only dealing with significant 
macroeconomic losses, but are also facing 
overlapping challenges, including large-scale 
displacement, infrastructure damage, pre-existing 
fragility, and humanitarian access constraints.

This brief argues that women’s employment 
is affected through two distinct but reinforcing 
channels, operating on different timelines. First, 
an immediate adjustment in private and informal 
work, where reduced demand translates quickly 
into lost income and hours. Second, a medium term 
fiscal adjustment in publicly financed sectors — 
particularly education, health, and administration 
— where hiring freezes and wage erosion constrain 
women’s access to stable employment even in 
the absence of large layoffs. Understanding this 
sequencing is critical for designing timely and 
effective policy responses.

2	 Egypt is included despite not being a directly conflict-affected country because of its substantial exposure to indirect macroeconomic impacts of 
the conflict—especially higher energy import costs, transport and trade disruptions, and foreign exchange pressures—which could generate sizeable 
economic and employment effects. GCC countries are not included in this analysis as their labour markets operate under a distinct structural model 
(large migrant worker populations, kafala sponsorship system, oil-driven fiscal buffers) that is not comparable to the economies covered in this brief.
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2. LABOUR MARKET IMPACTS: 
WHERE WOMEN’S JOBS ARE 
AT RISK
The employment impact of the crisis is not distributed evenly between women 
and men. Structural features of women’s labour market position in the Arab region 
determine why women may face faster and deeper employment losses and why the 
aggregate job loss figures may understate the gendered dimension of the shock.

2.1 Women’s sectoral employment and 
informality: the baseline

Understanding which jobs are at risk first 
requires identifying where women work. Across 
the six countries in scope, female labour force 
participation is strikingly low, ranging from 11 
percent in Iraq to 22 percent in Lebanon. This 
means that, even before the recent conflict, the 
vast majority of working-age women were outside 
the labour market. As a result, women who are 
in employment often have limited access to 
alternative decent job opportunities, and job loss 
can therefore carry a high risk of prolonged or 
permanent exclusion from the labour market.

Among those who do work, employment is heavily 
concentrated in two sectors: education, and human 
health and social work4. Together, these two 
sectors account for around 40 percent of female 
employment on average across the countries in 
scope, ranging from 31 percent in Lebanon to over 
50 percent in Iraq and the Syrian Arab Republic. 
Education alone accounts for between 22 and 

43 percent of all female employment across the 
countries analyzed (Table 1). Women also make 
up almost the majority of workers in these sectors: 
48 to 76 percent of all education workers and 
between 41 and 70 percent of people engaged in 
health and social work are women (Figure 1). 

On the other side, some sectors with comparatively 
high female representation, such as financial 
and insurance services, where women represent 
up to 44 percent of workers (Figure 1), are small 
in absolute terms: they account for only 1 to 4 
percent of total female employment (Table 1). A 
shock there would affect relatively few women 
overall, despite the high female share.

Beyond education and health, employment 
patterns diverge significantly. Agriculture is 
the second most important sector in Egypt, 
followed by wholesale and retail trade. Public  
administration5 is a meaningful employer primarily 
in the Syrian Arab Republic. In Jordan and Lebanon,  
“other services”6 absorbs the largest share of 
female workers7.

3	 The two sectors refer to sector P “Education” and Q “Human health and social work activities” according to the ISIC Rev.4 classification.
4	 Sector O. “Public administration and defence; compulsory social security” in ISIC Rev.4 classification.
5	 Category “Other services” includes: categories R (Arts, entertainment and recreation), S (Other service activities), T (Activities of households as 
employers; undifferentiated goods- and services-producing activities of households for own use) and U (Activities of extraterritorial organizations 
and bodies) under ISIC Rev. 4.
6	 In Lebanon the “Other services” sector accounts for 28.7 percent of female employment — the single largest sector, ahead of education — and in  
Jordan for 35.9 percent. In all other countries it is negligible. This residual category is heterogeneous by design, and its dominance in Lebanon and 
Jordan may reflects a combination of sectoral concentration in personal and household services but also some degree of data classification effects, 
where workers not clearly fitting other categories are assigned here. The share should be interpreted with caution and does not alter the overall 
picture: public sector employment in education, health, and administration remains the structural backbone of women’s employment across the 
region.
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Note: table shows overall female labor force participation and employment rate, the number of women employed in each sector and the sectoral share 
of total female employment for the age group 15+. Sectors are classified according to ISIC Rev.4. Category “Other services” includes: categories R (Arts, 
entertainment and recreation), S (Other service activities), T (Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- and services-producing 
activities of households for own use) and U (Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies) under ISIC Rev. 4. Data are based on ILO estimates, 
except for the State of Palestine which is sourced from the Labour Force Survey (LFS). Data refer to 2025, with the exception of Lebanon (2023).
Source: ILOSTAT database, https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/, accessed on April 2, 2026

Overall, the data shows a concentrated 
employment structure, heavily skewed towards 
sectors dominated by public employment. 
On average, education, health, and public 
administration sectors together account for about 
50 percent of all employed women, reaching 61 
percent in Iraq and 74 percent in the Syrian Arab 
Republic. Although retail trade, agriculture, and 

other services contribute meaningfully to the 
economy in several countries, the overall picture 
is one of deep public sector dependence. In this 
context, fiscal contraction and public sector 
hiring freezes represent a significant threat to 
women’s employment. Thus, protecting public 
sector budgets in education and health becomes 
a women’s employment policy.

Table 1. 
Women’s employment by sector and country

Lebanon The State of 
Palestine

Iraq Jordan Egypt The Syrian Arab 
Republic

Female 
labor force 

participation rate 
(%)

Female 
employment rate 

(%)

22.2

19.0

18.2

7.8

10.9

6.7

16.0

12.3

18.5

15.6

12.7

9.4

number sectoral 
share

number sectoral 
share

number sectoral 
share

number sectoral 
share

number sectoral  
share

number sectoral 
share

(thousands) % (thousands) % (thousands) % (thousands) % (thousands) % (thousands) %

Agriculture; forestry 
and fishing

6.4 1.5 7.4 5.3 161.3 13.9 1.8 0.4 1102.6 17.5 68.5 7.9

Mining and quarrying 0 0 0 0 5.1 0.4 0.2 0 2.8 0 5.7 0.7

Manufacturing 22.2 5.3 9.5 6.8 90.4 7.8 26.7 5.6 468.2 7.4 43.7 5

Utilities 0.4 0.1 0.2 0.1 30.7 2.7 1.2 0.3 51.4 0.8 5 0.6

Construction
Wholesale and retail 

trade; repair of 
motor vehicles and 

motorcycles

3

61

0.7

14.5

0.6

18.1

0.4

12.9

8.3

21.7

0.7

1.9

2

20.3

0.4

4.3

34.5

1035.3

0.5

16.4

5.4

42.7

0.6

4.9

Transport; storage 
and communication

9.9 2.3 3.1 2.2 35 3 8.8 1.8 116.9 1.9 11.5 1.3

Accommodation 
and food service 

activities

8.9 2.1 1.8 1.3 1.9 0.2 5.2 1.1 72.1 1.1 6.9 0.8

Financial and 
insurance activities

15.9 3.8 3.7 2.7 6 0.5 8 1.7 85.1 1.3 11.8 1.4

Real estate; business 
and administrative 

activities

Public 
administration and 

defence; compulsory 
social security

26.5

16.2

6.3

3.9

4.8

15.4

3.4

11

56.6

88.1

4.9

7.6

28

37

5.9

7.8

229.1

427.6

3.6

6.8

11.6

173.3

1.3

19.9

Education 92.1 21.9 47 33.6 457.1 39.5 117.8 24.7 1476.1 23.4 369.5 42.5

Human health and 
social work activities

37.9 9 17.6 12.6 156.1 13.5 48.7 10.2 902.8 14.3 100.1 11.5

Other services 120.9 28.7 10.8 7.7 39.9 3.4 171.4 35.9 306.7 4.9 13.3 1.5

Total 421.3 100 140 100 1158.3 100 477.1 100 6311.1 100 869.1 100
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Figure 1.
Female and male share of sectoral employment by country, 2025

Note: Data are based on ILO estimates, except for the State of Palestine which is sourced from the Labour Force Survey (LFS). Data refer to 2025, with 
the exception of Lebanon (2023).
Source: ILOSTAT database, https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/, accessed on April 2, 2026
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Another defining feature of labour markets across 
the Arab region is informality. Following ILO 
standards,8 informal employment refers to jobs 
lacking adequate formal arrangements. Informal 
employment is not confined to workers in informal 
business, rather it also exists within formally 
registered enterprises, where workers may be 
hired without contracts or social protection 
despite working for a legal entity. In the countries 
covered by this analysis, informality is not a 
marginal phenomenon, but a structural feature 
of the labour market and a key determinant of 
workers’ vulnerability to economic shocks (OECD/
ILO/UNDP, 2024). The proportion of informal 
employment in total employment ranges from 
40 to 71 percent, and informal employment is 

Figure 2.
Proportion of informal employment in total employment by sex (%)

significantly high for women: nearly half of female 
workers in the State of Palestine, Jordan and Iraq, 
over half in Lebanon, and more than two third in 
Egypt are employed informally (Figure 2). These 
figures make informality a central dimension 
of any assessment of women’s employment 
vulnerability. 

A vast majority of women with informal 
employment in Jordan and Lebanon (74 and 
42 percent respectively) are concentrated in 
household employment.9 Wholesale and retail 
trade engages a quarter of women in informal 
employment in the State of Palestine, 15 percent in 
Lebanon and 13 percent in Egypt. In the agriculture 
sector are concentrate about a third of female Iraqi 
informal workers.

Female
Male
Total

Source: ILOSTAT database, https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/, accessed on May 10, 2026

7	 “The informal economy encompasses the informal sector, which includes unincorporated enterprises not constituted as separate legal entities 
independently of their owners, and informal employment, a condition of employment that occur in the informal sector but can also be observed 
outside of it, in the formal sector.” (OECD/ILO/UNDP, 2024)
8  	 Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- and services-producing activities of households for own use.
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Women’s economic participation is further 
constrained by severe barriers to enterprise 
finance. The MENA region records the second 
highest female microenterprise finance gap in the 
world, estimated at 3 percent of GDP (almost USD 
25 billion) (IFC, 2025), varying between 0.5 percent 
in the State of Palestine and 5.8 percent in Iraq. 

Gender-biased lending practices, collateral 
requirements that disadvantage women, and the 
expectation in some markets that women involve 
their husbands as co-signers are among the most 
persistent structural barriers. In Jordan alone, 
25 percent of national enterprises are headed by 
women, yet an estimated USD 585 million financing 
gap exists for such businesses; 45 percent of 
women-led MSMEs are either underserved or not 
served at all by banks, with only 5 percent receiving 
adequate banking services. Globally, women 
receive a mere 2.3 percent of global venture capital 
funding (Carvajal & Didier, 2024), with Arab women 
capturing even less: female-founded businesses 
accounted for less than 7 percent of funded 
startups in 2024 and received just 1.2 percent of 
venture capital (Amid, 2025). It is estimated that 
the low share of women-owned SMEs costs the 
MENA region approximately USD 2 trillion in lost 
productivity (PwC Middle East, 2022). 
 

2.2 Jobs at risk: two distinct mechanisms 
and distinct timelines

The sectoral distribution of women’s employment 
reflected in section 2.1 suggests that the economic 
impact of the war will not be distributed equally. 
Women’s job losses will likely operate through 
two distinct mechanisms with different timelines, 
as private sectors are sensitive to economic 

fluctuations and tend to adjust rapidly during 
downturns, while government services10 are more 
insulated from immediate demand fluctuations. 
Public sector employment in the region has 
historically shown low elasticity to fiscal revenue 
contractions, with governments absorbing shocks 
through wage compression or hiring freezes 
rather than workforce reduction. For this reason, 
a quantitative estimate of jobs at risk is produced 
for the private sector only; the exposure of 
employment in government services is assessed 
qualitatively.

Immediate risk: private sector and informal 
employment
Women employed in wholesale and retail trade, 
accommodation and food services, agriculture, 
and other private services face immediate 
exposure to the current shock. These sectors 
tend to respond quickly and directly to demand 
contractions, particularly in informal segments 
where employment protection is weak or absent 
(see section 2.3). For those without formal 
employment protections, adjustment means an 
immediate loss of livelihood (ESCWA, 2026).

The vulnerability of informal workers is further 
compounded for those in women-led enterprises, 
which face additional structural barriers to finance 
and recovery as examined in section 2.4.

Jobs at risk are estimated by applying an 
employment-to-output elasticity coefficient of 0.5 
to scenario-based projections of GDP contraction 
and the number of women employed in the private 
sector at baseline.11 & 12

 
Indicative estimates of immediate job at risk for 
women could amount to 34 thousand and reach 
56 thousand under a high-stress scenario (Table 2).

9	  For the purposes of this policy brief, public administration, education and health are discussed together as government services (or public 
administration, education and health services), while recognising that education and health may include both public and private providers.
10	 Due to the limited availability of recent data on public/private employment breakdowns for most countries covered, a sectoral proxy is used 
instead. Sectors used as a proxy for the private sector are: A. Agriculture; forestry and fishing; B. Mining and quarrying; C. Manufacturing; D,E. 
Utilities; F. Construction; G. Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles; H,J. Transport, storage and communication; 
I. Accommodation and food service activities; K. Financial and insurance activities; L,M,N. Real estate, business and administrative activities; 
R,S,T,U. Other services. These sectors do employ a share of public sector employment, but it is either negligible or non-existent.Sectors O, Public 
administration, defence, compulsory social security, P, Education, and Q, Human health and social work activities are excluded from the immediate 
private-sector job-at-risk estimates and are discussed separately under medium-term fiscal and quasi-fiscal pressures. This is a simplifying 
assumption, not a strict public/private classification, and it may understate private employment exposure in countries where private education and 
health provision is sizable.
 11	 Jobs at risk = female private employment × GDP contraction (%) × 0.5
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Note: Number of jobs-at-risk is derived by applying the scenario-based UNDP subregional GDP decline projections to private sector female employment 
under the assumption of a 0.5 employment elasticity. The moderate scenario applies a GDP contraction of 5.2 percent; the high-impact scenario 
applies 8.7 percent. Egypt is not included in this table: for Egypt, the North Africa subregional GDP figure is not applicable as it reflects offsetting gains 
from energy exporters (Algeria, Libya) that mask Egypt’s own net losses as an import-dependent economy. These estimates are indicative, and should 
be interpreted as orders of magnitude rather than precise forecasts. They rely on simplified employment to output elasticity approach applied to sub 
regional GDP projections. Given the structural differences across labour markets, high informality, and limited real-time data, actual impacts may 
differ. In particular, job losses among informal workers are likely to be underestimated, as employment adjustments in informal settings tend to be 
faster and more complete than captured by standard elasticity assumptions.    
Sources: ILO employment data by sector and sex are from ILOSTAT database,” https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/ (accessed April 2, 2026; subregional GDP 
projections are from UNDP (UNDP, 2026).

Table 2. 
Women’s private sector jobs-at-risk by country

Moderate scenario High-stress scenario

Iraq Jordan Lebanon The 
State of 

Palestine

The 
Syrian 
Arab 

Republic

Iraq Jordan Lebanon The 
State of 

Palestine

The 
Syrian 
Arab 

Republic

Agriculture; forestry and 
fishing

 4,194 47 166 192 1,781 7,017 78 278 322 2,980

Mining and quarrying 133 5 - - 148 222 9 - - 248

Manufacturing 2,350  694 577 247 1,136 3,932 1,161 966 413 1,901

Utilities 798 31 10 5 130 1,335 52 17 9 218

Construction 216 52 78 16 140 361 87 131 26 235

Wholesale and retail 
trade; repair of 

motor vehicles and 
motorcycles

 564 528 1,586 471 1,110 944 883 2,654 787 1,857

Transport; storage and 
communication

910 229 257 81 299 1,523 383 431 135 500

Accommodation and 
food service activities

49 135 231 47 179 83 226 387 78 300

Financial and insurance 
activities

156 208 413 96 307 261 348 692 161 513

Real estate; business 
and administrative 

activities

1,472 728 689 125 302 2,462 1,218 1,153 209 505

Other services 1,037 4,456 3,143 281 346 1,736 7,456 5,259 470 579

Total 11,879 7,114 7,153 1,560 5,879 19,875 11,902 11,967 2,610 9,835

This represents deliberately cautious central 
scenario and the true impact is likely to be 
larger. The ILO reports an employment-to-output 
elasticity of approximately 0.7 for non-GCC Arab 
States over 1993–2023 (ILO, 2024). The World 
Bank (2011) estimates MENA’s employment-
growth elasticity at 0.65, with country-level 
variation ranging from 0.37 (Lebanon) to 1.03 
(the Syrian Arab Republic). Neifar (2023) reports 
elasticities of 0.69 for Lebanon and Jordan. Given 
this evidence, a coefficient of 0.5 represents a 
conservative assumption.

To reflect the observed variation in labour market 
responsiveness across countries in the region, 
lower and upper bound estimates are also 
presented in Table 3, with a conservative floor 
scenario that uses a 0.3 coefficient of elasticity 
(lower bound) and a scenario consistent with 
regional evidence which uses a 0.7 coefficient of 
elasticity (upper bound).

In this last scenario, results suggest that the 
overall number of jobs at risk in the countries in 
scope could almost reach 80 thousand (upper 
bound in high-stress scenario - Table 3). 



Table 3. 
Women’s private sector jobs-at-risk by country, lower and upper bound estimates

Moderate scenario
Iraq Jordan Lebanon The State of 

Palestine
The Syrian Arab 

Republic

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

Agriculture; forestry and 
fishing

2,516 5,871 28 66 100 233 115 269 1,069 2,493 

Mining and quarrying 80 186 3 7 - - - - 89 207

Manufacturing 1,410 3,291 417 972 346 808 148 346 682 1,591

Utilities 479 1,117 19 44 6 15 3 7 78 182

Construction 129 302 31 73 47 109 9 22 84 197

Wholesale and retail trade; 
repair of motor vehicles and 

motorcycles

339 790 317 739 952 2,220 282 659 666 1,554

Transport; storage and 
communication

546 1,274 137 320 154 360 48 113 179 419

Accommodation and food 
service activities

30 69 81 189 139 324 28 66 108 251

Financial and insurance 
activities

94 218 125 291 248 579 58 135 184 430

Real estate; business and 
administrative activities

883 2,060 437 1,019 413 965 75 175 181 422

Other services 622 1,452 2,674 6,239 1,886 4,401 168 393 207 484

Total 7,128 16,631 4,268 9,959 4,292 10,014 936 2,184 3,527 8,230

High-stress scenario
Iraq Jordan Lebanon The State of 

Palestine
The Syrian Arab 

Republic

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

lower 
bound

upper 
bound

Agriculture; forestry and 
fishing

4,210 9,823  47 66 110 167 390  193 1,788 4,172  

Mining and quarrying 133 311 5 7 12 - - - 49 347

Manufacturing 2,359 5,505 697 972 1,626 579 1,352 248 1,141 2,661 

Utilities 801 1,870 31 44 73 10 24 5 131 305

Construction 217 505 52 73 122 78 183 16 141 329

Wholesale and retail trade; 
repair of motor vehicles and 

motorcycles

566 1,322 530 739 1,236 1,592 3,715 472 1,114 2,600

Transport; storage and 
communication

914 2,132 230 320  536 258 603 81 300 700

Accommodation and food 
service activities

50 116 136 189 317 232 542 47 180 420

Financial and insurance 
activities

157 365 209 291 487 415 968 97 308 719

Real estate; business and 
administrative activities

1,477 3,447 731 1,019 1,705 692 1,614 125 303 706

Other services 1,041 2,430 4,474 6,239 10,438 3,155 7,363 282 347 810

Total 11,925 27,825 7,141 16,662 7,180 16,754 1,566 3,654 5,901 13,769

Note: Number of jobs at risk are derived by applying UNDP scenario-based subregional GDP decline projections to private sector female employment under 
the assumption of a 0.3 and 0.7 employment elasticity for the lower and upper bound, respectively. The moderate scenario applies a GDP contraction of 5.2 
percent; the high-impact scenario applies 8.7 percent. Egypt is not included in this table: for Egypt, the North Africa subregional GDP figure is not applicable as 
it reflects offsetting gains from energy exporters (Algeria, Libya) that mask Egypt’s own net losses as an import-dependent economy. 
Sources: ILO employment data by sector and sex are from ILOSTAT database,” https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/ (accessed April 2, 2026; subregional scenario-
based GDP projections are from UNDP (UNDP, 2026).
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12	 The three sectors discussed in this section are:  O. Public administration and defence, compulsory social security; P. Education; Q. Human 
health and social work activities. Although the three sectors employ a share of private workers, nevertheless they are mainly dominated by public 
employment across almost all countries in the sample (the exact share varies by country). The three sectors are grouped and referred to as 
government services or public administration, education and health services. Since private workers employed within these three sectors are excluded 
from the quantitative job-at-risk estimates, this may lead to a marginal underestimation of the figures reported for the job-at-risk in the private sector. 
However, their responsiveness to GDP contraction is expected to be limited.

Medium-term Risk: Government Services 
Employment Under Fiscal Pressure13 

The majority of employed women across the 
countries analyzed work in sectors (education, 
health, and public administration) where 
employment does not respond directly to GDP 
contraction, but rather to fiscal space and budget 
decisions. Similarly, private education and private 
health providers operate under a fundamentally 

Figure 3.
Women working in government service sectors potentially exposed to medium-term fiscal pressure by country 
(thousands)

2806.5

701.3

203.5 146.2 80

642.9

The Syrian 
Arab 

Republic

The 
State of 

Palestine

LebanonEgypt Iraq Jordan

Note: Each bar represents the total number of women working in public administration and defense, compulsory social security, education, human 
health and social work activities. Data are based on ILO estimates, except for the State of Palestine which is sourced from the Labour Force Survey 
(LFS). Data refer to 2025, with the exception of Lebanon (2023).
Sources: ILO employment data by sector and sex are from ILOSTAT database,” https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/ (accessed April 2, 2026)

different economic logic than purely market-
oriented sectors: demand tends to be price-
inelastic in the very short term. The transmission 
mechanism of an economic contraction is indirect 
and delayed. The employment impact in these 
sectors operates on a slower, fiscal timeline 
rather than responding immediately to output 
contraction, which makes their employment 
dynamics more closely aligned with fiscal cycles 
than with output fluctuations.  
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Turnover/hiring freezes: governments stop 
replacing retiring employees, a measure that 
disproportionately affected young educated 
women.
Real wage erosion: governments maintain staff 
numbers but do not adjust salaries for inflation, 
effectively reducing the wage bill through the 
loss of workers’ purchasing power. 
Salary cuts and arrears.

•

•

•

Evidence from past economic contractions 
in the region shows that young women are 
disproportionately affected by hiring freezes 
and reductions in public employment, making 
fiscal consolidation not just a macroeconomic 
adjustment but a structural barrier to women’s 
economic advancement. This is rooted in the 
particular relationship between women and public 
sector employment in the Arab region. Public 
sector jobs are strongly preferred by educated 
women, as they offer job security, stable working 
hours, gender-equitable pay, and social benefits 
that the private sector does not.

When public sector hiring contracts, the 
consequences fall disproportionately on young 
educated women. Unlike men, who typically fall 
back on informal sector employment when public 
sector opportunities disappear, young women tend 
to exit the workforce altogether rather than accept 
informal jobs which are perceived as incompatible 
with prevailing gender norms and threatening 
to women’s safety and reputation. The result is 
that hiring freezes do not simply slow women’s 

Past research has shown that in the MENA region, 
public employment tends to be rigid during 
recessions: instead of decreasing in proportion to 
revenue contraction, governments often maintain 
or even increase hiring to preserve social and 
political stability. Unlike the private sector, where 
recessions lead to immediate layoffs, the MENA 
public sector typically employs less visible 
methods to reduce costs, such as:

entry into employment: they push them out of the 
labour market entirely, often permanently (Assaad 
& Barsoum, 2019; Assaad, Hendy, Lassassi, 
& Yassin, 2020). At the same time, women’s 
employment is highly concentrated in public 
and publicly funded sectors such as education, 
health, and administration. These are precisely 
the sectors most exposed to fiscal consolidation 
(ESCWA, 2025). In this context, restrictions on 
public sector hiring risks to disproportionately 
affect young women by limiting access to one 
of the few available entry pathways into formal 
employment.

Evidence from Egypt confirm the link between 
contraction of the public sector and women 
employment. In Egypt, increase in unemployment 
among women was often linked to austerity 
measures focused on cutting public spending 
and sharply downsizing the public sector, with 
the female labour force participation rate falling 
from 23 percent in 2016 to 16 percent in 2019 and 
generating a reversal of earlier gains in female 
labour force participation, with a similar pattern 
visible in Jordan (Abdo, 2019; Arab NGO Network 
for Development, 2021; European Union Institute 
for Security Studies, 2025).

Jordan, Lebanon and several other Arab states 
already carry high public debt and face rising 
external financing pressures. Higher energy 
costs, falling export revenues, and reduced 
tourism receipts are simultaneously shrinking 
government revenues and tighten fiscal space, 
creating pressure for hiring freezes, wage cuts, 
and eventually workforce reductions. It is a 
slower, but potentially more structurally damaging 
transmission mechanism. This risk depends on 
budget decisions, rather than market adjustments, 
and its scale depends on whether governments 
protect social sector spending or allow it to 
erode under fiscal pressure. Already, in Lebanon, 
the public sector faces an operational collapse, 
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paralyzed by strikes and absenteeism, as real 
wages have been pulverized by inflation and the 
currency depreciation. The State of Palestine 
has the smallest absolute numbers of women 
working in the public sector, reflecting its small 
female employment base, but the structural 
vulnerability is acute and in the context of active 
conflict and large-scale destruction of economic 
infrastructure, these figures almost certainly 
understate the true impact. Due to a critical lack 
of funds, the government, which has already 
been limited to paying 60 percent of public sector 
salaries, may soon be forced to reduce that figure 
even further (Sada News Agency, 2026), and the 
Palestinian Ministry of Finance has announced a 
‘zero hiring’ policy for the 2026 budget in response 
to a severe fiscal crisis (Palestinian Government 
Communication Center, 2026). Finally, Egypt has 
implemented long-term public sector employment 
freezes and hiring restrictions as part of a structural 
reform. Aiming to downsize by 38 percent over 
a decade, the government has prioritized hiring 
limitations, allowing natural attrition (retirement) 
to reduce numbers (Emam, 2018; Al-Shamaa, 
2018). 

Taken together, the two mechanisms point 
to a combined exposure that is considerably 
large and threatens women’s employment and 
livelihoods from two directions simultaneously. 
Immediate losses would fall on women in private 
sector activities (retail, services, agriculture, 
accommodation) where demand contractions 
translate quickly into reduced hours, income 
loss, and job cuts. Medium-term losses would 
fall on women in education, health, and public 
administration, where the shock transmits 
through fiscal channels: falling revenues, 
tightening budgets, hiring freezes. The relative 
weight of each mechanism varies significantly by 
country, with direct implications for policy design. 
While the absolute numbers may not appear 
large in isolation, they should be read as an early 
warning signal: in labour markets where women’s 
participation is already among the lowest in the 
world, even modest job losses risk reversing hard-
won gains, pushing women back into inactivity, 
and deepening structural exclusion that will take 
years to undo.

But the macroeconomic cost of these losses 
extends beyond individual women. Existing 
research on the MENA region consistently finds that 
gaps in women’s labour force participation carry 
costs to GDP amounting to several percentage 
points annually. Gender-based discrimination 
in social institutions in the MENA region are 
estimated to generate a loss of USD 575 billion 
(2011 current PPP) by limiting women’s access to 
education and labor, which in turn reduces human 
capital and overall productivity (Ferrant & Kolev, 
2016). Closing gender employment gap (only 20% 
of women‘s labour force participation compared 
to 70% of men (ESCWA and UN Women, 2024)14 
could increase GDP per capita in the long-run by 
about 50 percent in a typical MENA economy; 
however, this average represents substantial 
heterogeneity across countries with increases that 
could reach 79 percent in Iraq, 74 percent in the 
Syrian Arab Republic, 70 percent in Jordan. 

The current shock risks accelerating these losses 
at precisely the moment when governments in the 
region have stated explicit national commitments 
to women’s economic inclusion. Egypt’s Vision 
2030 targets a 67.8 percent increase in women’s 
labour force participation by 2030 relative to 2020; 
Jordan’s Economic Modernisation Vision aims 
to double female participation to 28 percent and 
create over one million youth jobs by 2033 (United 
Nations Development Coordination Office , 2026; 
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
Sustainable Development, 2023).

Failure to protect women’s employment during this 
crisis does not only set back individual livelihoods, 
but it risks making these targets structurally 
unachievable, widening gender gaps that 
governments have spent years working to close, 
and undermining both the economic development 
rationale and the political commitments that 
underpin them.

2.3 Informality Amplifies Women’s 
Vulnerability to Economic Shocks

Among those most exposed to job and income 
loss are women working informally as they lack 
employment contracts, social insurance, and 

13	 https://arabstates.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2025-04/sdg_gender_snapshot_of_the_arab_region_2024_english_version_report-2.pdf 
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legal protections. When shocks hit the informal 
economy, there is no buffer: income stops 
immediately with no unemployment insurance or 
severance to fall back on.

A study from The World Bank on the impact of 
Covid-19 in the State of Palestine found that 
informal workers were 7 percentage points and 9 
percentage points more likely to lose their jobs in 
the West Bank and Gaza, respectively, compared 
to the pre-pandemic period, while formal workers 
were only 2 percentage points more and 2 
percentage point less likely to lose their jobs in 
the West Bank and Gaza, respectively (Deng, 
Elmallakh, Flabbi, & Gatti, 2023). 

In the Arab region, informal female workers suffered 
harsher employment consequences during the 
pandemic compared to men, with a 2.3 percent 
contraction in 2020 while men’s informal work 
grew. Heavy unpaid care burdens and restricted 
access to support mechanisms contributed to 
this, leading to higher female unemployment 
rather than a transition to formal roles (OECD/ILO/
UNDP, 2024).

It is true that informality rates among working 
women are not necessarily higher than among 
men in several countries (Figure 2), and over the 
past decade, in several MENA economies, men 
have been more likely to take up informal jobs 
in comparison with women (Islam, Moosa, & 
Saliola, 2022). Nevertheless, informal employment 
remains significantly high for women. Furthermore, 
less informality doesn’t necessarily mean better 
conditions. For example, low informality rates 
among adult women in Jordan simply reflect 
the low female labor force participation, as 
typically women tend to remain in the labour 
force after marriage only if they have a formal job 
characterized by stability, safety, and benefits like 
maternity leave (OECD/ILO/UNDP, 2024).

Taking this into consideration, the estimates of job-
at-risk in the private sector presented in section 
2.2 may represent only a lower bound given that 
the analysis applies an employment-to-output 
elasticity of 0.5. In fact, women in less protected 
employment arrangements are likely to face faster 

and more complete losses than this approach 
assumes, meaning the figures may understate the 
true scale of job losses for informal workers, that 
is for the most vulnerable.

On the other hand, the concern extends beyond 
those already in informal work: worsening 
conditions may actively push more women into 
informality. During economic crisis, women 
disproportionately take up unprotected and 
informal employment as a household coping 
strategy (added worker effect). This risks 
expanding precarious female employment rather 
than reducing it.

2.4 Underinvestment in Women-led 
Enterprises Multiplies Employment Losses

The structural financing barriers documented 
in section 2.1 become acute during periods of 
economic stress, when credit tightens and risk 
aversion rises, which is right when women-led 
enterprise most need support. Cross-country 
evidence from the COVID-19 shock shows the 
pattern: women-led businesses were more likely 
to be closed and closed for longer periods than 
men-led businesses, with the decline in sales 
revenue running 3.5 percentage points larger 
among women-led businesses in low- and 
middle-income countries (Torres, Maduko, Gaddis, 
Iacovone, & Beegle, 2023). While data from Jordan 
highlights that during COVID-19, despite a high 
number of loans was provided by banks (1,390 
loans), only 7 percent (103 loans) were provided to 
women (ESCWA, 2023).

The current shock is likely to reproduce and 
deepen this pattern. As GDP contracts and 
uncertainty rises, banks tighten lending standards 
and increase collateral requirements — conditions 
that disproportionately exclude women, who 
already face structural disadvantages in accessing 
finance. Women-led micro and small enterprises, 
operating with thin margins and limited buffers, 
are therefore among the most exposed to the 
immediate demand contraction.

But the consequences of underinvestment 
in women-led enterprise extend well beyond 
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individual business closures. World Bank data 
shows that female-owned businesses hire 
more women (25 percent) than male-owned 
counterparts (22 percent), and employ a higher 
share of women in managerial roles. In Jordan, 
the State of Palestine and Egypt specifically, firms 
run by women are growing their workforces at 
higher rates than those run by men (Ommundsen 
& Kteily, 2018). Reduced investment in women-led 
businesses therefore produces a multiplier effect 
on women’s employment: it removes one of the 
most effective pathways through which women 
enter and remain in the formal economy.
Fiscal contraction compounds this dynamic 

through a parallel channel. As government 
revenues shrink, the capacity to fund active labour 
market programs and enterprise support schemes 
weakens.

Fiscal pressures generated by this conflict risk not 
only slowing further progress in closing the gender 
gap but actively reversing gains in female labour 
force participation, educational attainment, and 
access to finance achieved over the past decade.
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3. POLICY PRIORITIES: ACT 
NOW TO PROTECT WOMEN’S 
WORK AND PREVENT LONG 
TERM ECONOMIC DAMAGE

Across the region, governments’ crisis responses 
are already converging around a familiar set of 
“headline” measures: energy rationing, fuel price 
adjustments, food subsidies, emergency cash 
transfers, public expenditure rationalization and 
emergency fiscal measures under tightening 
external conditions. Only in Lebanon social 
insurance measures have been taken, mainly to 
guarantee service continuity during the crisis, 
but also administrative changes for displaced 
insured persons have been adopted to facilitate 
access hospitalization approvals and sickness 
and maternity benefits (including waiver of 
Employment Certificate) (Gentilini, et al., April 
2026).

Governments are acting fast on energy and macro 
stabilization; the missing piece is ensuring those 
same emergency tools reach women where losses 
begin: informal work, care-dependent livelihoods, 
and publicly financed sectors.

Women’s employment threats can come from two 
different sources: first, the shock to the private 
and informal sectors which leads to immediate 
employment losses for women; and second, the 
adjustment in publicly financed sectors that leads 
to medium-term employment losses for women.
The recommendations below detail potential 
interventions for both shocks, with country-specific 
examples provided where relevant evidence exists.
 
 
 
 

Immediate Recommendations

1- Protect women’s income working in private 
sectors and informal jobs most exposed to 
immediate shock
Prioritize rapid income protection for women in 
retail, food services, agriculture, accommodation, 
and other disrupted sectors where reduced demand 
quickly translates into lost hours and income. The 
analysis estimates that 34,000 to 56,000 private 
sector jobs for women are at risk across Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon, the State of Palestine and the 
Syrian Arab Republic, rising to nearly 80,000 under 
high-stress scenarios. This can include temporary 
income support, emergency cash transfers, wage 
subsidies, or livelihood grants targeted to women 
without contracts, severance, or social protection.

This is particularly critical in contexts with high 
female informality and immediate income loss, 
including Lebanon and Egypt, and remains relevant 
in Jordan, the State of Palestine, and Iraq.

2- Adapt support mechanisms to reach informal 
women workers 
Ensure that emergency support mechanisms are 
designed to reach women working in informal 
jobs, recognising that many lack contracts, 
social insurance and access to employment-
based protection. Support should be delivered 
through existing national systems where 
functional, and through humanitarian and local 
mechanisms where coverage is limited, with 
simplified and temporary access arrangements 
that do not depend on formal employment status. 
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This is particularly relevant in contexts with high 
female informality, including Egypt, Lebanon, and 
the State of Palestine and remains important in 
Jordan and Iraq. 
 
Medium-term recommendations

1- Safeguard education and health budgets as 
women’s employment protection measures
Protect core public spending on education 
and health, where fiscal space allows, to avoid 
translating fiscal pressure into hiring freezes, 
wage erosion, arrears, or reduced service delivery. 
Prioritize education and health wage bills in fiscal 
planning, monitor risks of salary delays and real 
wage erosion, and advocate for social-sector 
budget protection in crisis financing discussions. 
These sectors are not “social add ons”: they are 
core labour market infrastructure for women. 
Cuts here simultaneously destroy jobs and push 
women out of paid work through rising care 
burdens.

This is particularly critical in Iraq, the Syrian 
Arab Republic, and the State of Palestine, where 
women’s employment is highly concentrated 
in publicly financed sectors and remains highly 
relevant in Jordan and Lebanon given rising fiscal 
pressures. In Egypt, it is key to mitigating longer-
term constraints on women’s entry into public 
sector employment.

2- Prevent public sector hiring freezes from 
excluding young women
Mitigate the impact of hiring freezes and public 
sector contraction on young, educated women, 
who rely on these sectors as one of the few 
entry points into formal employment, as hiring 
restrictions risk pushing young women out of the 
labour force entirely. 
 
Governments are encouraged to avoid blanket 
hiring freezes that prevent new entrants from 
accessing jobs and instead maintain limited 
recruitment in education and health, where women 
are highly concentrated. Tracking transitions from 
education into employment can help identify 
whether young women are exiting the labour 
market as hiring tightens.

 

This is particularly critical in Egypt and remains 
highly relevant in Jordan and Lebanon, as well 
as Iraq, the Syrian Arab Republic and the State of 
Palestine, where employment is concentrated in 
publicly financed sectors.

3- Protect women-led enterprises from credit 
tightening
Prioritize access to finance for women-led 
enterprises during the crisis to prevent closures 
and secondary employment losses. Governments 
and partners are encouraged to ensure that 
existing financial support measures, including 
loans, guarantees and enterprise support schemes 
are accessible to women-owned businesses, and 
to monitor the share of support reaching them.

This is relevant across all countries analyzed, 
with particular importance in Egypt, Jordan and 
Lebanon where private sector activity plays a 
significant role in women’s employment.

4- Integrate women’s employment into fiscal and 
recovery decision making
Ensure that fiscal consolidation and recovery 
measures assess and mitigate impacts on 
women’s employment. Governments are 
encouraged to consider the implications of budget 
decisions on sectors where women are most 
concentrated, and to monitor how fiscal measures 
affect women’s employment outcomes. 

This is particularly relevant in Jordan, and Lebanon, 
where fiscal pressures are rising and in Iraq, the 
Syrian Arab Republic and the State of Palestine 
where public sector dynamics play a central role in 
women’s employment.

5- Strengthen monitoring of women’s 
employment and income loss.
Government and partners are encouraged to 
track sex-disaggregated data on formal and 
informal employment, including reduced working 
hours, income, sectoral shifts and labour force 
participation, and to regularly update this 
information to inform policy responses.
This is relevant across all countries analyzed, 
given data limitations and the risks that the impact 
of women’s employment remains partially visible 
without targeted monitoring.
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