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In a nutshell
• Due to COVID-19, wage workers in Morocco and Tunisia have lost jobs, been 

temporarily laid off, experienced reduced hours, reduced wages, and delays in 
pay

• The impact of COVID-19 on wage workers has been minimal for public sector 
workers, but substantial in the private sector, and especially for informal 
workers, irregular workers, and those working outside establishments

• Farmers, the self-employed, and employers have experienced particularly sharp 
decreases in their revenues

• Although some workers and families are receiving government support, many 
in MENA are falling through a sparse safety net and experiencing large 
decreases in their income

• Additional social protection, as well as better targeting of support, will be 
needed to cushion the economic impacts of the pandemic and ensuing economic 
challenges
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COVID-19 and the policy response in Morocco 
and Tunisia

The COVID-19 pandemic is still devastating countries 
across the world as of January 2021, with over 100 
million confirmed cases and 2.2 million deaths to date 
globally (Dong, Du, and Gardner 2020). Morocco and 
Tunisia were somewhat spared by the first wave of 
COVID that hit in the spring of 2020 (Dong, Du, and 
Gardner 2020). By the end of July 2020, Morocco had 
a total of 23 thousand cases and 346 deaths, but both 
cases and deaths started growing rapidly in August and 
continued to accelerate through November. The number 
of daily cases peaked above six thousand per day in mid-
November and had fallen to under a thousand per day by 
the time of writing in late January 2021. Cases remained 
low in Tunisia through early September, with only four 
thousand confirmed cases recorded through September 
1st. The case count then accelerated rapidly, going from 
about 200 cases per day on September 1st to a first peak 
of three thousand cases per day in mid-October, dropping 
back briefly to just under two thousand cases per day in 
mid-December, before spiking again to a new peak in 
mid-January (Dong, Du, and Gardner 2020). Thus, at 
the time of the November wave of the COVID-19 Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) Monitor Survey that we 
report on here, both Morocco and Tunisia were at or 
close to the peak of their COVID health crises. In fact, 
daily deaths due to COVID peaked in Morocco around 
November 20th, whereas in Tunisia there were two 
peaks, the first on the 11th of November and the second 
the 21st of January (Dong, Du, and Gardner 2020).

Before the implementation of the ERF COVID-19 MENA 
Monitor Surveys, the main sources of data on the socio-
economic impact of COVID-19 in Tunisia were the 
second and third wave of the Labor Force Survey run 
by the Tunisian Institut National de la Statistique (INS 
2020) and the INS/World Bank rapid phone surveys 
on the impact of COVID-19 on households from April 
to October 2020 (INS and World Bank 2020).1  These 
data capture the effect of the lockdown but likely do not 
capture the effects of the recent tightening of restrictions 
by the government, which started in October. In 
addition, a Business Pulse Survey on a representative 
sample of 2,500 enterprises was conducted by INS in 
cooperation with the International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) with results from two waves completed to date. 
The first wave took place in May/June 2020 and the 
second wave in September/October (IFC and INS 2020). 
The surveys found that 5.4% of private sector enterprises 
had permanently closed between the 2nd and 3rd quarter 
of 2020, with the highest rates of closure being among 
micro-enterprises and service sector enterprises.2  In 

Morocco, there was also a COVID-19 Enterprise Follow-
up Survey conducted by the World Bank in July and 
August 2020 on a representative sample of 1,096 firms 
that were first interviewed in December 2019  (World 
Bank 2020a). The results suggest that 6.1% of Moroccan 
firms had ceased operations from December 2019 to 
July/August 2020, with the most impacted being small 
enterprises of 5-19 employees and firms in the service 
sector.3 

Even though Morocco and Tunisia were affected 
fairly mildly in the early stages of the pandemic, 
their governments adopted very stringent response 
measures. Table 1 shows the timeline of government 
responses to COVID-19 in Morocco and Tunisia. The 
data we rely on from the COVID-19 MENA monitor 
surveys was collected primarily between October 21 and 
November 30 in Tunisia and October 27 to November 
25 in Morocco. Thus, respondents in Tunisia were 
experiencing rising restrictions while those in Morocco 
were in a less stringent period.  

While governments tackled the health threat posed 
by COVID-19 with a variety of restrictions, they also 
attempted to provide social protection in response to the 
economic challenges created both by COVID-19 itself 
and health policy responses. In Tunisia, cash support 
to households and firms was focused on the spring 
confinement period (April-May) (World Bank 2020b). 
Additional cash assistance (equivalent to around US$19) 
was provided to those 260,000 poor households (7.9% 
of the population) already enrolled in the government 
cash transfer program (PNAFN) twice, in April and May. 
Households eligible for subsidized health care (470,000 
households) received two payments (worth around 
US$74 each) in April and May and a further 300,000 
vulnerable households received one such transfer in 
May. One-time additional pension payments, temporary 
unemployment payments, and temporary cash transfers 
to the self-employed were offered in mid-May. Firms 
faced postponed taxes,  the central bank reduced interest 
rates, and firms were able to request loan payment 
deferrals through September 2020, and again starting 
in January 2021 through September 2021 (FitchRatings 
2021; World Bank 2020b). Support funds for small and 
medium enterprises as well as companies in financial 

1 Five waves of this survey were carried out from end of April to early 
October on a panel of 1,339 households.

2 A set of surveys on the impact of COVID-19 was carried out by The 
Institut Arabe des Chefs d’Entreprises (IACE) in Tunisia among enter-
prises and young graduates in December 2020. See IACE (2020).

3 This survey did not cover micro-enterprises with fewer than 5 
workers.



ERF Policy Brief No. 55 | February 2021

The Impact of COVID-19 on Middle Eastern and North African Labor Markets | 3

difficulties were established and continue into 2021 
(International Monetary Fund 2021; World Bank 2020b), 
and exporting companies were allowed to sell all their 
output locally in 2020 (World Bank 2020b).

The social protection and economic support granted 
during the first wave in Tunisia was not renewed with 
the second wave because of limited fiscal space (World 
Bank 2020b). The country was already facing low growth 
and large budget deficits before the pandemic hit, which 
increased its economic vulnerability to the shock (World 
Bank 2020b). The stringency of measures applied in 
the spring contributed to their large negative impact on 
the economy (a 22% contraction in GDP in the second 
quarter of 2020 (Dubessy 2020)) and may have also 
reduced the government’s margin to maneuver when the 
second wave hit.

Beside some monetary and macro-financial easing, 
the Moroccan government introduced a number of 
economic measures to mitigate the economic impact 
of the COVID-19 crisis and the associated closures. It 
established a special fund equal to about 3 percent of 
GDP to address medical needs as well as business and 

household impacts of the crisis. The fund was financed by 
the government and voluntary contributions from public 
and private entities (International Monetary Fund 2021). 
The fund included business loans guaranteed by the 
state as well as deferral of social insurance contributions, 
under certain conditions. Starting in April 2020, laid off 
employees covered by social insurance were allowed to 
collect a cash transfer of 2,000 dirhams (US$224) per 
month, with coverage currently extended through March 
2021 (International Monetary Fund 2021). Informal 
workers who benefited from the non-contributory health 
insurance scheme (RAMED) received a monthly cash 
transfer of 800-1200 dirhams (US$94-134) a month, 
ongoing since April 2020, depending on household 
composition. Others not benefiting from RAMED could 
claim similar support by registering online (International 
Monetary Fund 2021). 

4 Taxes were initially postponed from March to May 2020 (World 
Bank 2020b). Further tax payment delays have been more targeted 
to the most affected sectors (e.g. tourism) and firms with potential 
rescheduling of tax debts over a period of up to seven years (World 
Bank 2020b).

Table 1. Timeline of government responses to COVID-19 by country

Morocco Tunisia

Late March • School closings at all levels
• Closing all but essential workplaces
• Canceling public events
• Restrictions on gatherings of 10 or fewer people
• Stay at home requirements with some exceptions 
• Restrictions on internal movements
• International border closures

May • Restrictions begin easing

Early June • Restrictions begin easing

Mid-June • One of the world’s least restrictive regimes

October 3 • Reduction of public administration working 
hours/work from home recommended

• Public events canceled
• Strict restrictions on gatherings

October 8 • Curfew in Greater Tunis at 9pm weekdays and 
7pm weekends

October 28 • Schools closed for two weeks

October 29 • National curfew at 8pm
• Travel between governorates forbidden except 

for work purposes
• Closure of restaurants and cafes at 4pm 

Fall • Schools, businesses can be open
• Locally targeted closures

December 23 • Broader restrictions

Sources: (Hale et al. 2020; Le Monde with AFP 2020; The New Arab 2020; WebManagerCenter 2020a; b)
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In what follows, we examine the impact of COVID-19 
on MENA labor markets, with a particular focus on 
vulnerable workers and social protection responses. 
We draw on the data of the November 2020 COVID-19 
MENA Monitor for Morocco and Tunisia and the June 
2020 Poll of Effects of COVID-19 on Egypt (only available 
for limited topics).  

Labor market outcomes before and during 
COVID-19

In response to the COVID-19 shock, workers may have 
changed or lost jobs. Private sector wage workers, followed 
by the self-employed and employers, experienced the 
highest rates of transition between February 20206  and 
October 20207  (Figure 1). Of those who were private 
sector wage workers in February 2020, 10% in Morocco 
and 16% in Tunisia became unemployed (self-reported, 
using a broad definition of unemployment that does not 
require search) by October 2020. As well as transitioning 
to unemployment, some workers switched positions. In 
Tunisia, 8% of those who had been employers or self-
employed as of February 2020 switched to wage work. 
Some of those who had been unemployed in February 
2020 did find employment by October; 5% (Tunisia) to 
7% (Morocco) became self-employed or employers and 
9% (Morocco) to 12% (Tunisia) became private sector 
wage workers. Public sector wage workers had low rates 
of transition to any other status (4% in both countries). 
We would expect some transitions to occur even in 
the absence of the pandemic and crisis, and rates are 
generally higher for those in non-wage and private wage 
employment (Assaad and Krafft 2016; Yassine 2015). Yet 
the rates we observe of transition out of employment 
and particularly into unemployment are high, as well 
as the persistence of unemployment. The COVID-19 
pandemic and economic crisis have likely contributed 
to persistence in unemployment, job loss, and sudden 
transitions between positions.9 

The pandemic has contributed to job loss, reducing 
employment and increasing unemployment, as well as 
leading to exits from the labor force entirely. Figure 2 
explores the resulting labor force participation and 
employment rates. The figure focuses on the status in 
the week preceding the survey. Results distinguish 
between broad unemployment – wanting to work and 
being available to start within two weeks – and standard 
unemployment – which adds a search criterion (search in 
the past four weeks). It is important to keep in mind that 
the universe of the figures is mobile phone owners, who 
are a selected group, especially among women. Statistics 

may therefore differ from official labor force surveys that 
include those who do not own mobiles.

Overall labor force participation rates under the standard 
definition were similar in Morocco (61%) and Tunisia 
(64%). Egypt’s participation rates were lower at 54%. 
Employment rates were highest in Tunisia (50%) followed 
closely by Egypt (49%) and Morocco (43%). Among men, 
all three countries had very similar standard labor force 
participation rates (78-80%). Employment rates for men 
were highest in Egypt (74%), followed by Tunisia (69%) 
and Morocco (59%). Among women, participation was 
highest in Tunisia (47%), followed by Morocco (31%) and 
Egypt (19%).9 

In Figure 3 we explore unemployment rates (as a share of 
the labor force) for men and women. Total unemployment 
rates using the broad definition are highest in Tunisia 
(38%, 35% in Morocco, and 14% in Egypt) but using the 
standard definition highest in Morocco (30%, 22% in 
Tunisia, and 9% in Egypt).  The gap between the two rates, 
the discouraged unemployed, may be particularly large in 
Tunisia because the implementation of restrictions right 
around the date of the start of the survey limited and 
discouraged search. Although Tunisia has historically 
had a slightly larger gap between the two unemployment 
rates than other countries such as Egypt, the gap we 
observe is much larger than past differences (Assaad, 
Ghazouani, and Krafft 2018; Krafft, Assaad, and Keo 2019). 
Unemployment rates for men are lower than for women, 

5 Data publicly available at www.erfdataportal.com. Data are from 
mobile phone surveys, and it is important to keep in mind that, al-
though results were weighted on observable characteristics to ensure 
comparability to mobile phone users in in-person surveys, unobserv-
able non-response bias may persist, and results only generalize to the 
universe of mobile phone users, who are disproportionately higher 
income, male, and more educated.

6 The survey collected retrospective data on labor market status in 
February of 2020.

7 The survey, fielded primarily in November, asked for the labor mar-
ket status in the past month.

8 The October wave of the INS/World Bank rapid phone survey in Tu-
nisia reports that 5% of those who were working prior to the pandemic 
had not resumed their activity by early October, but that 15% had not 
received the full wages and a similar proportion had not resumed their 
full working hours (INS and World Bank 2020).

9 The female labor force participation rates reported here are higher 
than official figures for all three countries. In Morocco, the official 
rate was reported at 22% in the 4th quarter of 2019 for women 15+ 
(HCP 2020), whereas in Tunisia it was reported to be 27% for the 3rd 
quarter of 2020 (INS 2020). In Egypt the rate for women 15+ in the 
2nd quarter of 2020 was 12% (CAPMAS 2020). While part of the differ-
ence is due to the fact that our data covers the population 18-64 rather 
than 15+, it is also likely due to the selectivity of women who own 
mobile phones who are more likely to be economically active than the 
population as whole.
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Figure 2. Labor force participation and employment rates (percentages), week preceding the survey, by country 
and sex

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor (Tunisia, Morocco) and June 2020 Poll of Effects of COVID-19 on 
Egypt

Figure 1. Changes in labor market status in October 2020, by status in February 2020 and country (percent-
age of February 2020 status)

Notes: Individuals who remained in the same status not shown. Labels less than one suppressed. Unpaid family workers classified with farmers or the 
self-employed depending on whether agricultural. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor
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but still substantial (24% under the standard definition 
in Morocco, 13% in Tunisia, and 8% in Egypt). Women’s 
unemployment rates, using the standard definition, are 
as high as 52% in Morocco, 41% in Tunisia, and 16% in 
Egypt. Women’s unemployment tended to be high in the 
region, and their participation low, even pre-pandemic 
(Assaad et al. 2020; Assaad, Ghazouani, and Krafft 2018).

The impact of COVID-19 on wage workers 
depends on their type of work and the time frame

Informal wage workers (those without social insurance) 
and especially those working outside establishments or 
irregularly were particularly impacted by the pandemic. 
Figure 4 shows wage workers’ experiences in the 60 days 
prior to the survey by country and the type of work they 
were doing in February 2020. Because of the different 
timing of fall/second wave government responses, 
with Tunisia implementing many further restrictions at 
the end of October, impacts are much more modest in 
Morocco than Tunisia. Public sector workers were the 
least affected, and primarily by a decrease in hours (21% 
Morocco, 18% in Tunisia) or delays in wage payments 
(35% in Tunisia). Focusing on Tunisia, formal wage 
workers were the least likely to be temporarily (26%) or 
permanently (8%) laid off, with higher rates of layoffs 
for regular informal workers in establishments (35% 

temporary, 11% permanent), regular informal workers out 
of establishments (46% temporary, 34% permanent) and 
irregular workers (56% temporary and 26% permanent). 
Decreases in hours and wages along with delays in 
payment were also common experiences among private 
sector wage workers in Tunisia. Additional analyses (not 
shown) demonstrate that in Tunisia it was particularly 
workers outside of services (in manufacturing, and 
especially construction, accommodation, and food 
services) that were laid off. Retail and transportation 
industries also had substantial impacts, but workers in 
service sectors felt relatively fewer impacts. In Morocco, 
20% of workers could work from home, compared to 15% 
in Egypt and 14% in Tunisia. As well as the formality of 
different industries, their work-from-home potential may 
have helped limit the harms to workers in sectors such 
as information and communication technologies, finance, 
and real estate.

Farmers struggled to work and harvest their 
crops

Although wage work is the most common employment 
status in Morocco and Tunisia, 15% of Moroccan workers 
and 7% of Tunisian workers were farmers in February 
2020. Although we cannot disentangle the impacts of 
COVID-19 from the simultaneous drought (Karam and 

Figure 3. Unemployment rates (percentage of the labor force), week preceding the survey, by country and sex 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor (Tunisia, Morocco) and June 2020 Poll of Effects of COVID-19 on 
Egypt
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Figure 4. Wage workers’ experiences (past 60 days), by type of wage work in February 2020

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 

Figure 5. Farmers’ experience as of November 2020 compared to the previous season (percentages), by country

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 
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Durisin 2020), as Figure 5 shows, farmers experienced 
a number of challenges, comparing the current growing 
season as of November 2020 to the previous season. 
There were decreases in the days the family worked on 
the farm (44-46% across countries), the days they hired 
workers (34-43%), the days they worked on other farms 
(46% in Morocco and 75% in Tunisia), seeds and input use 
(40% in Morocco and 60% in Tunisia). These decreases 
in farm inputs, compounded by drought (Karam and 
Durisin 2020), led to lower harvests, with 54% of farmers 
in Morocco and 77% in Tunisia experiencing or expecting 
lower harvests. The share expecting prices to change 
showed fairly similar expectations for increases and 
decreases, but with the much lower harvests farmers’ 
incomes have surely dropped, and there has been little 
policy response targeted to this already vulnerable group.

COVID-19 created an array of challenges for 
employers and the self-employed

Self-employment can be a survival strategy in challenging 
economic times (Naudé 2008, 2010), but the self-
employed and employers faces substantial challenges 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In Morocco, as of 
February 2020, 29% of the employed were employers or 
self-employed. The corresponding figure in Tunisia was 

15%. While 41% of this group had no employees and thus 
were self-employed in Morocco, 34% were so in Tunisia. 
Those who had employees typically had one (20% in 
Morocco, 28% in Tunisia) and very few had ten or more 
employees. These employers and self-employed workers 
were asked about the difficulties their enterprises faced 
in the 60 days preceding the survey (Figure 6). The loss 
of demand was reported by 76% in Tunisia and 65% in 
Morocco.11  Closely related were difficulties in accessing 
customers because of government mobility restrictions 
(74% in Tunisia and 37% in Morocco) and difficulties 
in accessing suppliers for the same reasons (27% in 
Morocco, 71% in Tunisia). Input availability and prices 
were particularly a problem in Tunisia (75%), and only 
5% in Tunisia and 19% in Morocco faced no challenge. 
While the recent increase in restrictions in Tunisia 
clearly contributed to the high rates of difficulties there, 
relatively similar rates of decreased demand suggest that 
underlying demand as well as policy plays a critical role 
in the persistent challenges facing MENA economies 
and labor markets. Additional questions (not shown) 
demonstrate the economic consequences of these 
challenges for employers and the self-employed; 79-80% 
across countries reported a decrease in revenues in the 
past 60 days compared to the same period in 2019. This 
substantially exceeds the levels of challenges reported by 
most wage workers and even the most vulnerable wage 
workers (Figure 6).

Figure 6. COVID-19 difficulties experienced in the past 60 days (percentages), employers and self-employed in 
February 2020, by country

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 
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Among those who were employers or self-employed in 
February 2020, many had shut or reduced the hours of 
their enterprises (Figure 7). In Morocco, only 34% were 
open with normal hours and in Tunisia 24%. Tunisian 
businesses were often operating with reduced hours due 
to government mandate (40%) while in Morocco fewer 
hours were due to choice (25%), likely driven by reduced 
demand. Temporary closures due to government 
mandate (8-10%) or COVID generally (6-7%) were 
common. Few had permanently closed (5%), which is a 
promising sign for future economic recovery, although 
this may change as the pandemic persists.12  Further 
analyses of the household enterprises that were closed 
showed that their future prospects were uncertain. In 
Morocco, 64% of business owners stated that they did 
not know or were uncertain when their business would 
reopen and 31% in Tunisia. The next most common 
answers were between two and six months (13%) in 
Morocco and one to two months (25%) in Tunisia. 

11 This compares to 80% of enterprises experiencing a loss in demand 
according to the July wave of the INS/IFC Business Pulse Survey in 
Tunisia (IFC and INS 2020), keeping in mind the major differences in 
the universe and timing of the two surveys.

12 This figure is similar to that reported by enterprise surveys in both 
Morocco and Tunisia (IFC and INS 2020; World Bank 2020a).

Employers and the self-employed were asked if they had 
applied for or were receiving any government assistance 
for their business (could be multiple forms of assistance) or 
what the most needed policy was (nothing/none not shown) 
to support their business during COVID-19. In Morocco, 
relatively few had applied for or received assistance (4% 
salary subsidies, 2% business loans). In Tunisia, 17% had 
applied for or received business loans, 8% cash transfers 
or unemployment benefits, 7% salary subsidies, and 7% 
loan payment deferrals. Businesses in Morocco were less 
likely as well to state that they needed any assistance, but 
the most common responses for assistance needed were 
business loans (19% Morocco, 34% in Tunisia), reduced or 
delayed taxes (13% Morocco, 11% Tunisia), or subsidized 
products (6% Morocco, 12% Tunisia). Tunisians also 
thought cash transfers or unemployment benefits were 
needed frequently (10%).

Figure 7. Operational status of enterprises in November 2020 (percentage), employers and self-employed in 
February 2020, by country

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 
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Figure 8. Government assistance applied for/received by November 2020 and most needed (percentages), 
employers and the self-employed in February 2020, by country

Notes: Multiple types of assistance possible for assistance applied for/received. Only one type possible for most needed. No assistance received and none 
needed/don’t know not shown. Other was only available for most needed responses. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 

COVID-19 has led to income losses in the face of 
a sparse safety net

As a result of the economic challenges faced by wage 
workers, farmers, the self-employed, and employers, 
MENA households have experienced serious declines in 
income (Figure 9). Comparing income in October 2020 
to February 2020, 49% of those in Morocco and 36% of 
those in Tunisia experienced a decrease of more than 
25%. In Tunisia 15% experienced a decrease of 1-25% (12% 
in Morocco). Only 34% had the same and 5% a higher 
in income in Morocco, as well as 42% the same and 7% 
an increase in Tunisia. Farmers and employers/the self-
employed (who together are 44% of the employed in 
Morocco and 22% in Tunisia) had particularly frequent 
large decreases (more than 25%) in household income, 
between 53-61% experiencing these steep declines 
across statuses and countries. Consistent with layoffs 
and other patterns, households with informal wage 
workers experienced frequent steep income declines 
(30%-61% across countries and types of informal work). 
Only public sector wage workers most commonly had 
the same income (59-67% across countries). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created immense challenges 
that have been met by existing government social safety 
net programs as well as new responses to COVID-19. 
Yet these responses are not widespread or well-targeted. 
Figure 10 shows the percentage of respondents who 
report receiving either regular government assistance or 
newer assistance the past month, by labor market status 
in February of 2020. In Morocco 26% and in Tunisia 18% 
of respondents had received some form of government 
assistance. Private formal regular wage workers (42%) 
were the most likely to receive assistance in Morocco, 
primarily cash the past month, likely because of the cash 
transfer program for laid off workers covered by social 
insurance. In Tunisia, regular informal private wage 
workers outside of establishments were the most likely 
to be receiving assistance (35%), primarily because they 
were already in Tunisia’s PNAFN or subsidized health 
care programs. Farmers, despite experiencing harsh 
economic effects from the pandemic, were less likely to 
receive assistance than the overall average. 
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Figure 9. Changes in household income from February 2020 to October 2020 (percentages, by country and 
February 2020 labor market status

Source: Authors/ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 

Figure 10. Receiving government assistance by November 2020 (percentage) by labor market status 
in February 2020 and by country

Source: Authors’ calculations based on November 2020 COVID-19 MENA Monitor 
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Rather than relying on social protection to cope with 
economic challenges since February 2020, respondents 
more commonly relied on savings and social networks. 
When asked how they had coped since February 2020, 
respondents said they spent savings (46% in Morocco, 
50% in Tunisia), relied on family and friends in the country 
(31% Morocco, 45% Tunisia) or abroad (4% Morocco, 10% 
Tunisia). Some went back to their village or family (2% 
Morocco, 11% Tunisia). Others borrowed money from 
banks, employers, or lenders (6% Morocco, 14% Tunisia) 
or sold assets (9% Morocco, 15% Tunisia).

Expanding and Targeting the Safety Net

The COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing challenges have 
created enormous health and economic difficulties for 
MENA countries. In the labor market, these challenges 
are hurting the workers who already were the most 
vulnerable, especially informal workers, farmers, the 
self-employed, and employers in micro-enterprises. In 
addition to job losses, workers face temporary layoffs, 
reduced wages, reduced hours, and delays in pay. 
Farmers and those running businesses face losses in 
demand as well as problems with inputs. Yet the social 
safety net and existing programs to support businesses 
have limited reach and are not well-targeted to those 
most in need. Relying on savings and family were much 
more common than receiving social assistance. 

Increasing the reach of the safety net and its financing 
is a challenging but critical task, both to prevent a 
spiral of income losses that further depresses demand 
and to prevent deep poverty and its inevitable harms. 
Targeting the workers who are struggling the most is 
challenging, because these informal workers are the 
ones who are not registered in social insurance systems. 
Models such as Egypt’s irregular worker program, 
giving financial assistance to irregular wage workers 
during the pandemic, are promising (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
2020). However, countries also need to think beyond the 
most vulnerable wage workers to consider designing 
policies and measures providing support to the self-
employed, those running micro-enterprises, and farmers 
who are facing income losses comparable or worse than 
those of informal workers. 

References

Assaad, Ragui, Samir Ghazouani, and Caroline Krafft. 2018. “The 
Composition of Labor Supply and Unemployment in Tunisia.” 
In The Tunisian Labor Market in an Era of Transition, edited 
by Ragui Assaad and Mongi Boughzala, 1–38. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press.

Assaad, Ragui, Rana Hendy, Moundir Lassassi, and Shaimaa 
Yassin. 2020. “Explaining the MENA Paradox: Rising 
Educational Attainment, Yet Stagnant Female Labor Force 
Participation.” Demographic Research 43 (28): 817–850.

Assaad, Ragui, and Caroline Krafft. 2016. “Labor Market 
Dynamics and Youth Unemployment in the Middle East and 
North Africa: Evidence from Egypt, Jordan and Tunisia.” 
Economic Research Forum Working Paper Series No. 993. 
Cairo, Egypt.

CAPMAS. 2020. “Quarterly Bulletin of the Labor Force 
Survey, Second Quarter, Apr/May/Jun 2020.” Cairo, Egypt: 
CAPMAS.

Dong, Ensheng, Hongru Du, and Lauren Gardner. 2020. “An 
Interactive Web-Based Dashboard to Track COVID-19 in 
Real Time.” The Lancet Infectious Diseases.

Dubessy, Frederic. 2020. “The Covid-19 Crisis Is Undermining 
the Tunisian Economy and Exacerbating Poverty.” 
ECONOSTRUM (October 12).

FitchRatings. 2021. “Tunisian Banks’ True Asset Quality Not 
Clear Till At Least 4Q21.” (January 14).

Hale, Thomas, Noam Angrist, Emily Cameron-Blake, Laura 
Hallas, Beatriz Kira, Saptarshi Majumdar, Anna Petherick, 
Toby Phillips, Helen Tatlow, and Samuel Webster. 2020. 
“Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, 
Blavatnik School of Government.”

HCP. 2020. “Principaux Indicateurs Du Marché de Travail 
Relatifs à l’activité, à l’emploi et Au Chômage Au Titre Du 
Quatrième Trimestre 2019.” Rabat, Morocco.

IACE. 2020. “Emploi et Entrepreneuriat En Temps de Covid-19: 
Impact et Reponses.”

IFC, and INS. 2020. “Impact de La Crise COVID-19 Sur Le 
Secteur Prive.”

INS. 2020. “Indicateurs de l’emploi et Du Chômage Du 
Troisième Trimestre 2020.” Tunis, Tunisia.

INS, and World Bank. 2020. “Suivi de l’impact Socio-Économique 
Du COVID-19 Sur Les Ménages Tunisiens.”

International Monetary Fund. 2021. “Policy Responses to 
COVID-19.” Policy Tracker.

Karam, Souhail, and Megan Durisin. 2020. “North Africa Braces 
for Smaller Harvests After Another Drought.” Bloomberg 
(March 10).

Krafft, Caroline, Ragui Assaad, and Caitlyn Keo. 2019. “The 
Evolution of Labor Supply in Egypt from 1988-2018: A 
Gendered Analysis.” Economic Research Forum Working 
Paper Series No. 1358. Cairo, Egypt.

Le Monde with AFP. 2020. “Covid-19 : réinstauration du couvre-
feu dans le grand Tunis” Le Monde Afrique (October 8).

Naudé, Wim. 2008. “Entrepreneurship in Economic 
Development.” UNU-WIDER Research Paper No. 2008/20. 
Helsinki, Finland.

———. 2010. “Promoting Entrepreneurship in Developing 
Countries: Policy Challenges.” UNU Policy Brief No. 4.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). 2020. “The COVID-19 Crisis in Egypt.” Tackling 
Coronavirus (COVID-19): Contributing to a Global Effort.

The New Arab. 2020. “Tunisia Imposes Tough New Coronavirus 
Restrictions.” The New Arab (October 29).



ERF Policy Brief No. 55 | February 2021

The Impact of COVID-19 on Middle Eastern and North African Labor Markets| 13

WebManagerCenter. 2020a. “Le Coronavirus Impose La Séance 
Unique En Tunisie.” WebManagerCenter (October 5).

———. 2020b. “COVID-19: Les Nouvelles Restrictions 
Décidées En Tunisie.” WebManagerCenter (October 29).

World Bank. 2020a. “Morocco Economic Monitor: From Relief 
to Recovery: Fall 2020.” Washington DC.

———. 2020b. “Tunisia Economic Monitor: Rebuilding the 
Potential of Tunisian Firms: Fall 2020.” Washington, DC: 
World Bank.

Yassine, Chaimaa. 2015. “Job Accession, Separation and Mobility 
in the Egyptian Labor Market Over the Past Decade.” In 
The Egyptian Labor Market in an Era of Revolution, edited 
by Ragui Assaad and Caroline Krafft, 218–240. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press.



ERF Policy Brief No. 55 | February 2021

The Impact of COVID-19 on Middle Eastern and North African Labor Markets14 |

ERF at a Glance: The Economic Research Forum (ERF) is a regional network dedicated to promoting 

high-quality economic research for sustainable development in the Arab countries, Iran and Turkey. Estab-

lished in 1993, ERF’s core objectives are to build a strong research capacity in the region; to encourage the 

production of independent, high-quality research; and to disseminate research output to a wide and diverse 

audience. To achieve these objectives, ERF’s portfolio of activities  includes managing carefully selected 

regional research initiatives; providing training and mentoring to junior researchers; and disseminating 

the research findings through seminars, conferences and a variety of  publications.  The network is head-

quartered in Egypt but its affiliates come primarily from different countries in the region.

Contact Information

ERF Office
Address: 21 Al-Sad Al-Aaly St. Dokki, Giza, Egypt
PO Box 12311 
Tel: 00 202 333 18 600 - 603  
Fax: 00 202 333 18 604 
Email: erf@erf.org.eg  
Website: http://www.erf.org.eg

ERF Dubai
Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC)
Premises: GV-00-1003-BC-42-0
Gate Village Building 10 - Dubai, UAE
PO Box 125115
Tel: +971 4 4011980

Follow us

ERF OfficialERF Latest ERFlatest ERF Official


