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Executive Summary

T

ransitions are deﬁning moments for social welfare systems.
Most social safety net (SSN)1 programs around the world were
introduced during transition periods (such as independence after
the collapse of the former Soviet Union, decentralization in Indonesia,
and regime change in Brazil and Portugal), and they remained in place
afterward. When SSN systems come under increased scrutiny regarding
their ability to fulﬁll people’s aspirations of greater social inclusion and
better access to economic opportunities, key questions are discussed:

t
t
t
t

How much redistribution is optimal and on what terms?
What are the basic goals and priorities for safety nets?
What should be the range and scope of welfare systems?
How can existing systems be reformed to achieve these goals?

The Arab Spring brought the need for social inclusion and a new
social contract to the forefront. Countries in the region have been
relying on a redistribution system that protected against destitution
through universal subsidies, which guaranteed aﬀordable access to food
and fuel for all citizens, irrespective of their needs. Governments could
respond to crises only by scaling subsidies up or by increasing the size
and generosity of public employment. While popular, this system is
proving hard to sustain. Perhaps even more important, it does not empower citizens to prepare for better livelihoods.
SSNs have a role to play in addressing key human development
challenges facing the region. Continued growth and poverty reduction, as well as a growing middle class in the Middle East and North

1

Social safety nets (SSNs) are deﬁned as noncontributory transfers targeted
to the poor or vulnerable. They include income support, temporary employment programs (workfare), and services that build human capital and
expand access to ﬁnance among the poor and vulnerable.
ix

Africa, often go hand in hand with chronic poverty and high vulnerability. Children
and rural residents face a high risk of poverty, translating into disappointing human
development outcomes. More than a quarter of children in the bottom income
quintile in the Arab Republic of Egypt, Morocco, and the Syrian Arab Republic
are chronically malnourished. By the age of 16–18, children in the poorest quintile
in Egypt and Morocco are more likely to have dropped out of school than to have
continued studying. Low levels of human capital accumulation carry a higher risk
of either unemployment or precarious employment in jobs with limited chances of
upward mobility. When well crafted, SSNs can contribute toward breaking the cycle
of intergenerational poverty by helping families to keep children healthy and in
school. SSNs along with increased social services can also help to tackle the problem
of spatial pockets of poverty in slums and rural areas by promoting the demand for
safety-net services and building community assets. In addition to those in chronic
poverty, a large share of the region’s population hovers close to the poverty line and
exhibits low resilience to shocks. As many as 15–17 percent of Egyptians, Iraqis,
Syrians, and Yemenis, and 10 percent of Moroccans, have per capita consumption
levels that are no more than US$0.50 per day above the US$2 per day poverty line
(in purchasing power parity [PPP] terms). If SSNs that help in navigating the eﬀects
of shocks are not in place, vulnerable households face a high probability of irreversible loss of human capital during shocks. In addition to the poor and vulnerable,
some social groups (such as women and people with disabilities) face particular
barriers in gaining access to social services and labor market opportunities. Together
with improved service provision, SSNs can help to start addressing these barriers.
SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa are ripe for reform. Most of the region’s
spending on SSNs ﬁnances energy subsidies, crowding out more eﬀective interventions. Middle Eastern and North African countries spend, on average, 6 percent of
gross domestic product (GDP) on subsidies. Fuel subsidies alone represent an average of 4.6 percent of GDP. In sharp contrast, other SSNs in the region are underresourced—receiving less than 0.7 percent of GDP on average and being fragmented
among many small programs with signiﬁcant overlaps. Most of the poor and vulnerable fall through the cracks: two out of three people in the poorest quintile are not
reached by nonsubsidy SSNs. In fact, existing coverage of the bottom quintile in the
region is less than half of the world average. Moreover, inadequate targeting results in
signiﬁcant leakages of SSN beneﬁts to the nonpoor, siphoning oﬀ resources that could
be used to decrease poverty and improve the distribution of welfare. The average nonsubsidy SSN program in the region distributes only 23 percent of its total beneﬁts to
the bottom quintile, while the corresponding ﬁgure for the average comparator programs in Latin America and the Caribbean and in Eastern Europe and Central Asia
is 59 percent. Although subsidies (and in particular, fuel subsidies) are ineﬃcient and
frequently ineﬀective relative to other SSN interventions, because of their sheer size,
many people depend on them to stay out of poverty. Moving from the status quo toward more eﬀective, reliable, and equitable social safety nets requires careful thinking
x
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not only about the technical aspects of reform but also, and perhaps more important,
about the sensitive issues concerning the political economy of reform.
Political economy considerations have been a major reason why SSN reform
has largely stalled or never began in some Middle Eastern and North African
countries; new evidence suggests that better information, improved design, and
increased transparency of SSNs can help the region move forward. The region’s
citizens are expecting their governments to be more eﬀective providers of SSNs that
target the poor. New opinion surveys conducted in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and
Tunisia as part of this study (see box ES.1) reveal that close to 90 percent of citizens
see the government as the main provider of SSNs. However, in Egypt and Lebanon,
less than a third found the current SSN policies and programs eﬀective, while in
Jordan and Tunisia the poor reported much more dissatisfaction than the rich. The
surveys also showed the uneven coverage of SSNs and, to some extent, their regressive nature. In Egypt, 23 percent of all respondents—particularly the poor—did not
know any of the main SSN programs in the country, while in Lebanon and Tunisia,
the rich were more likely than the poor to know an SSN beneﬁciary. In spite of their
large ﬁscal cost, awareness of fuel subsidies is below 50 percent in all four countries.
The opposition to subsidy reform varies strongly across countries (higher in Egypt
and lower in Lebanon) and in terms of priority, with gasoline in Egypt, tobacco in
Lebanon, and diesel in Jordan and Tunisia being the subsidies most accepted for
reform. In addition to the opinion surveys, this study conducted a behavioral experiment (Jordan Gives) among a nationally representative sample of the Jordanian
middle class which collected information on preferences for redistribution to the
poor by simulating real trade-oﬀs through the use of fuel vouchers. This experiment showed not only that middle-class individuals support redistribution to the
poor, but also, more important, that this support varies according to the design of
the assistance and the credibility of targeting. Altogether, these activities suggest
that (a) much scope remains to increase support for reform by raising awareness on
the existence and true cost of subsidies; and (b) customizing the design of renewed
SSNs can help to shift public opinion in favor of SSN reform. For instance, in all

Box ES.1. Listening to the Middle East and North Africa
The activities conducted in preparation for this report reached more than 4,000 Middle Eastern and North
African citizens through the nationally representative MENA SPEAKS (Social Protection Evaluation of Attitudes, Knowledge, and Support) surveys, which were fielded in collaboration with Gallup in Egypt, Jordan,
Lebanon, and Tunisia. Moreover, the report surveyed more than 400 Jordanian middle-class citizens through
a behavioral game (Jordan Gives) that collected information on revealed preferences for redistribution by
using fuel vouchers as real payoffs, among a nationally representative sample of the Jordanian middle class.
Through consultation workshops across the region, the report also involved more than 250 representatives of government; academia; civil society; nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); and community-based
organizations from Algeria, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, the
United Arab Emirates, and West Bank and Gaza; as well as multilateral and bilateral donors (including the International Labour Organization and the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia).
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countries but Lebanon, those who approved of subsidy reform opted for a cash
transfer targeted to the poor rather than more broad-based compensation; in general, citizens showed a clear preference for SSNs that focus on the poor (rather than
on speciﬁc groups) and that deliver cash (rather than in-kind beneﬁts).
Recent experience has demonstrated the feasibility of SSN reform in the Middle
East and North Africa. There are several examples of successful reforms that have
attained signiﬁcant positive results:
t West Bank and Gaza created a uniﬁed registry across SSN programs that signiﬁcantly improved targeting accuracy and crisis response capacity.
t The Republic of Yemen responded quickly during the global economic crisis
with a workfare program to bridge a consumption gap of the poor and vulnerable while also creating community assets. Simultaneously, important reforms were implemented in the main cash transfer program, the Social Welfare
Fund, such as improving poverty targeting with a proxy means-test formula,
strengthening capacity for service delivery, and implementing a new legal and
policy framework.
t Morocco’s Tayssir program—a pilot cash transfer program conditional on school
attendance and targeting areas with high incidences of school dropouts and poverty—has had a signiﬁcant positive impact in reducing dropouts in rural areas,
especially among girls.
t Djibouti has adopted an innovative program design to make a workfare program
work for children and women.
t Lebanon recently launched a central targeting database (National Poverty Targeting Program), laying the foundation for an eﬀective SSN.
t Jordan has made important steps toward rebalancing SSNs away from subsidies
and developing a targeting and poverty reduction strategy.
In light of the region-speciﬁc challenges faced by the poor and vulnerable and
the current state of SSNs, the path toward more eﬀective and innovative SSNs
calls for action on several fronts. The remaining key human development challenges in the region and the disappointing performance of existing SSN systems
call for more eﬀective and innovative SSNs that promote inclusion and resilience.
Although there is no single solution, better results can be achieved through action
on the following four agenda items:
t Improving the impact of SSN programs in the Middle East and North Africa, including their eﬀect on reducing present and future poverty. Currently,
most of the region’s nonsubsidy SSN programs have limited impact on poverty
and inequality because of the combination of low coverage (with ineﬃcient targeting) and inadequate or nonexistent monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems. Hence, the way forward on this front could entail
xii
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Z

Z

Z

Z

Prioritizing interventions that promote investment in human capital. SSN programs should be geared to addressing the observed human development challenges, such as child malnutrition and school dropouts. This can be achieved
either by (a) scaling up the region’s existing successful conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs (such as the Tayssir program in Morocco) and workfare
programs (such as the Republic of Yemen’s Social Welfare Fund); (b) tweaking
the design of existing programs to make them work better for children and
women (such as Djibouti’s workfare plus nutrition program); or (c) creating
new interventions to ﬁll the gaps based on best practices around the world
but adjusting their design to empower the poor and vulnerable. Given the
reluctance to condition SSN transfers, as observed in the MENA SPEAKS
surveys, a well-developed information and communication strategy about the
beneﬁts of this approach should precede the implementation of CCT programs in the region.
Enhancing targeting toward the poor and vulnerable. Improved targeting can
contain costs, ensure equity, allow SSNs to act as insurance, and increase eﬀectiveness. Most of the programs in the region remain categorically or geographically targeted, even though these methods are eﬀective only in environments of
concentrated poverty. At the same time, in the MENA SPEAKS surveys, citizens indicated their strong preference for poverty-based targeting as opposed to
categorical targeting. There is already substantial movement in the region (as
in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, West Bank and Gaza, and the Republic of Yemen) in
the direction of poverty-based targeting. Results in these places have demonstrated the power of such reforms and outlined a clear path forward.
Improving the focus on SSN program results through M&E and social accountability. In the Middle East and North Africa, enhanced M&E for SSNs can
help allocate budget resources among programs, monitor day-to-day operations, and track the results of interventions. M&E has been particularly effective when the evaluation results and empirical data are used to inform
budgetary decisions and reshape programs. This was the case in West Bank
and Gaza and the Republic of Yemen. Moreover, introducing well-functioning social accountability systems can improve eﬃciency and accountability
and combat corruption.
Reaching out to other stakeholders (citizens, NGOs, civil society organizations
[CSOs], the private sector, and nonproﬁts). Citizens’ awareness about existing
SSN programs is low and skewed toward the wealthy. On-demand registration requires awareness about the existence of programs, eligibility criteria,
and application procedures. Comprehensive communication campaigns are
needed to inform poor and vulnerable citizens of the safety nets that are
available to them. Moreover, engaging a broader spectrum of stakeholders
(such as NGOs, CSOs, the private sector, and nonproﬁts) in ﬁnancing and
implementing SSN programs could add leverage to their existing ﬁnancial
and human resources.
Executive Summary
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t Establishing a reliable yet ﬂexible SSN infrastructure that can be used in
normal times as well as during crises. An eﬀective SSN system can help citizens navigate the eﬀects of idiosyncratic and systemic shocks. The recent global
economic crisis underscored the weak capacity of existing SSN systems in the
Middle East and North Africa to serve this function. Promoting households’
resilience to shocks through SSNs requires a strong administrative infrastructure. Having this infrastructure in place ahead of a crisis allows for quicker and
more eﬃcient development of remedial and mitigation actions, such as scaling
up of beneﬁts for the most vulnerable or expanding coverage, thus enhancing
resilience. In particular, setting up an improved SSN infrastructure could entail
Z
Creating uniﬁed registries of beneﬁciaries that can be used to target multiple
programs. In normal times, uniﬁed registries can reduce costs and facilitate
coherence and convergence because all agents work with the same database.
In times of crisis, uniﬁed registries can be used to quickly disburse additional beneﬁts to the target population or to promptly expand coverage by
adjusting eligibility criteria. In this regard, West Bank and Gaza provides an
example of best practice in the region.
Z
Using eﬀective service delivery mechanisms. In normal times, modern beneﬁt
delivery systems are important to reduce administrative costs and leakages to
nonbeneﬁciaries, avoid corruption, and make transfer of payments to beneﬁciaries quick and ﬂexible. Eﬀective use of modern technologies such as smart
cards, mobile payments, and over-the-counter payments in bank branches
facilitates rapid response during crises.
t Consolidating fragmented SSN programs. In the Middle East and North
Africa, direct transfer programs (cash-based or in-kind) are often small and
highly fragmented. International experience suggests that having a few comprehensive programs, speciﬁcally designed to reach diﬀerent segments of the poor
and vulnerable, can address current vulnerabilities and social protection gaps
by increasing both coverage (currently below 20 percent of the poor in most
countries) and beneﬁts (currently covering about 5–10 percent of consumption
of the poor). A few parts of the region (for example, Morocco and West Bank
and Gaza) have started reforming their SSNs in this direction. To achieve progress in this respect, governments can start by identifying gaps in SSN systems
and creating an inventory of SSN programs with program objectives, eligibility
criteria, and beneﬁt types. Morocco recently undertook this type of analysis.
Informed by such an analysis, governments can identify programs that can be
expanded or consolidated and formulate a strategy for implementation of the
reform.
t Rebalancing the ﬁnancing and priorities of safety net systems by focusing on
targeted programs rather than on subsidies. Middle Eastern and North African
countries spend the lion’s share of SSN expenditure, in terms of GDP, on energy
subsidies and a small share on targeted safety nets. Reducing costly and regressive universal price subsidies (especially fuel subsidies) would decrease ﬁscal imxiv
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balances and free up resources for other safety net instruments. In particular,
this could entail
Z
Increasing spending and improving coverage of nonsubsidy SSNs to protect against
destitution. Successful subsidy reforms have demonstrated the importance of
gaining citizens’ trust in the government’s capacity to deliver fair and reliable
compensation. In light of the evidence provided by the MENA SPEAKS
surveys and the Jordan Gives exercise, delivering eﬀective and inclusive SSN
programs would be an essential step toward comprehensive subsidy reform.
Z
Reforming price subsidies through wholesale or internal reforms. Sequencing of
sensitive reforms such as that of universal price subsidies is crucial for their
success. To gain credibility, governments could start by
— Improving targeting (for example, through diﬀerentiated marketing and
packaging, which can lead to self-targeting, as in Tunisia), narrowing
subsidy coverage (such as through lifeline tariﬀs in electricity), and reducing leakages in the distribution chain.
— Identifying the most sensitive subsidies and focusing instead on the most regressive ones. According to the MENA SPEAKS surveys, the least-preferred products for subsidy reform were cooking oil in Egypt, bread in
Lebanon and Tunisia, and electricity in Jordan. These subsidies could be
subject to reform only when the governments demonstrate their success
at reforming less-sensitive subsidies. Given that spending on fuel subsidies is triple the spending on food subsidies, nonfood subsidy reform
is the lower-hanging fruit. In the MENA SPEAKS surveys, citizens indicated that if they had to pick one subsidized product for reform, this
product would be tobacco in Lebanon, gasoline in Egypt, and diesel in
Jordan and Tunisia.
— Engaging citizens early on in the dialogue on compensation packages and
promoting awareness through information campaigns. Governments can
use the ﬁndings from the MENA SPEAKS surveys to initiate a dialogue
on preferred compensation packages in their countries. The evidence so
far shows that people in the Middle East and North Africa prefer targeting cash-based compensation to the poor alone (Egypt, Jordan, and
Tunisia), perhaps combined with investment of savings in education and
health (Lebanon).
The SSN reform path is diﬀerent for every part of the region, given each economy’s current development trajectory and the main challenges of the existing
SSN systems. The Middle Eastern and North African economies ﬁnd themselves
at diﬀerent stages of progress on human development outcomes and SSN reforms.
Notably, the two places that have advanced the most in SSN reform are West Bank
and Gaza and the Republic of Yemen, which have, respectively, medium- and lowlevel human development outcomes (as proxied by the United Nations Development Programme’s human development index). They were able to implement sucExecutive Summary

xv

cessful SSN interventions (establishing a uniﬁed registry in West Bank and Gaza
and reforming the Social Welfare Fund in the Republic of Yemen) that help to
address their speciﬁc needs. Bahrain, Djibouti, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco have
made important steps toward SSN reform, such as reforms in the subsidy system
in Bahrain and Jordan, a workfare plus nutrition program in Djibouti, a targeting
database in Lebanon, and a pilot CCT in Morocco. Other countries are currently
considering new programs or reforms of their SSN systems.
In each country, the way forward would include short- and medium-run interventions with complementary and mutually reinforcing objectives. In the short run,
Middle Eastern and North African countries can start demonstrating better results
using existing SSN systems by tweaking the design of existing programs, building
uniﬁed registries, or piloting new programs such as CCTs and “workfare plus.” In
the medium run, the focus can shift to reforms that require more preexisting capacity, such as reﬁning the SSN infrastructure and comprehensive subsidy reform.
Engaging a broad spectrum of stakeholders in an inclusive and open dialogue can
facilitate the envisioned reforms and promote an empowering role for social safety
nets in the region.
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Overview
There is currently an unparalleled opportunity for Middle Eastern and North African countries to improve their social safety nets
(SSNs)2 to better promote inclusion, livelihood, and resilience.
There is growing international consensus that eﬀective SSN coverage
can promote economic opportunity and help vulnerable populations
to overcome poverty. Approximately 80 percent of developing countries currently plan to develop or strengthen their SSNs (World Bank
2012a), and those of the Middle East and North Africa are no exception. Historically, transitions and crises have often opened new space
for SSN building. Around the world, 70 percent of SSN programs were
introduced after a major transition (for example, independence after
the collapse of the former Soviet Union; Nepal’s transition to democracy; decentralization in Indonesia; and political changes in Brazil and
Portugal). More recently, the global ﬁnancial crisis spurred dozens of
countries to create new SSN programs, expand old ones, and improve
overall administrative systems to enhance governance and make programs more eﬃcient (IEG 2011).
The Arab Spring has brought the need for social inclusion and a
new contract between states and citizens to the forefront. Pre-Arab
Spring, many governments tended to rely on a redistribution system
that promoted (a) a minimum standard of living by providing universal subsidies of basic consumer goods, and (b) public employment in
response to demand for secure jobs by the middle and upper classes.
In times of crisis, governments relied on the same narrow set of policy
tools. The subsidy system, which does not require targeting, is popular
but has not achieved the desired outcomes of SSNs in an eﬀective and

2

Social safety nets (SSNs) are deﬁned as noncontributory transfers targeted
to the poor or vulnerable. They include income support, temporary employment programs (workfare), and services that build human capital and
expand access to ﬁnance among the poor and vulnerable.
1

eﬃcient way. During the Arab Spring, demands for increased social inclusion and
better access to economic opportunities implied a turning point for the region as a
whole and intense scrutiny of the role of SSNs.
The challenge in the Middle East and North Africa today is to invest in eﬀective
SSN systems that are ﬁscally, politically, and administratively sustainable. To be
eﬀective in promoting inclusion, livelihood, and resilience, SSNs should be carefully designed and implemented, ensuring that they reach the most vulnerable and
help them to build human capital. To achieve ﬁscal sustainability, some countries
around the world have consolidated fragmented programs and focused on eﬃcient
and lower-cost interventions, linking them to asset creation. To achieve political
sustainability, some countries have designed programs in accordance with public
opinions about poverty and redistribution; established a record of transparency, effectiveness, and impact; and considered both the poor’s demand for inclusion and
the middle class’s demand for fairness. To achieve administrative sustainability, some
countries have deﬁned appropriate institutional responsibilities and incentives while
developing eﬃcient targeting and management systems as well as administrative
budgets. Eﬀective planning and design can ensure that sustainability objectives are
met by new or reformed SSN programs.

Report Objectives
The report aims to meet two broad objectives: (a) enhance knowledge about the
current state of existing SSNs and assess their eﬀectiveness in responding to new
and emerging challenges to the poor and vulnerable in the region by bringing
together new evidence, data, and country-speciﬁc analysis; and (b) open up and
inform a debate on feasible policy options to make SSNs in the Middle East and
North Africa more eﬀective and innovative. To those ends, this report seeks to answer the following four questions:
t What are the key challenges of the poor and vulnerable in the Middle East and
North Africa that call for renewed SSNs?
t Are the region’s SSNs achieving their goals of promoting social inclusion, livelihood, and resilience to crises?
t Which SSN reforms do the region’s citizens want?
t What types of policies can be part of the agenda for SSN reform, and how could
these policies be developed for maximum eﬀectiveness?

Report Structure
t Chapter 1, “A Framework for SSN Reform,” describes and illustrates the reasons
for the region’s growing need for SSN reform and establishes the framework
for renewed SSNs. It identiﬁes key goals for SSNs (promoting social inclusion,
2
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livelihood, and resilience) and illustrates how these goals have been achieved in
some parts of the region and elsewhere.
t Chapter 2, “Key Challenges that Call for Renewed SSNs,” analyzes the challenges
facing the region’s poor and vulnerable households, which SSNs could focus on
as a priority. Two large groups are at higher-than-average poverty risk: children
and those who live in rural or lagging areas. The chapter examines factors—such
as inequality of opportunities and lack of access to services—that can perpetuate
the lower human development outcomes among the poor in these groups. It also
describes the challenge of vulnerability (that is, the state of being close to the
poverty line and thus at risk of falling into poverty as a consequence of a shortterm shock). Finally, it identiﬁes particular social groups that are at a higher risk
of exclusion from access to services and employment.
t Chapter 3, “The Current State of SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa,”
analyzes SSN spending and assesses diﬀerent aspects of the SSN systems’ performance (including coverage, targeting, generosity, and the impact on poverty
and inequality of both subsidy and nonsubsidy SSNs). It benchmarks such performance against that of other regions and countries and identiﬁes the gaps in
existing systems.
t Chapter 4, “The Political Economy of SSN Reforms in the Middle East and North
Africa: What Do Citizens Want?” presents new evidence on citizens’ preferences concerning redistribution and SSN design, using newly collected data (the
MENA SPEAKS survey and the Jordan Gives behavioral experiment). It also
discusses how political economy considerations could be taken into account in
designing renewed SSNs in the region.
t Chapter 5, “The Way Forward: How to Make Safety Nets in the Middle East and
North Africa More Eﬀective and Innovative,” proposes an agenda for reform and
the path for moving forward, using global experience and the evidence presented
in the preceding chapters.

Overview

3

A Framework
for SSN Reform

1

R

ecent economic and social transitions in the Middle East and
North Africa have refocused attention on the need for greater
social inclusion, livelihood, and resilience. Although sustained
growth in many of the region’s countries has pulled some people out
of poverty and into the middle class, economic progress has yet to
reach many families who face persistent poverty and the risk of destitution because of unemployment, disability, or illness. Moreover, many
more in the Middle East and North Africa are vulnerable to economic
shocks, natural disasters, and political or other crises. Without a safety
net, poor families who are systematically unable to aﬀord their basic
needs are likely to lose hope of escaping poverty; malnourished children
are likely to grow up as poor adults; and, as a consequence of crises, vulnerable families are likely to face diﬃcult choices between immediate
survival and avoiding irreversible damage to their future welfare.
In fact, economic anxiety is on the rise in the Middle East and
North Africa. According to a Gallup World Poll, in 2011, the share
of the population who admitted having diﬃculties buying food in the
Arab Republic of Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia was signiﬁcantly higher
than in 2009 (see ﬁgure 1). At the same time, citizens in some of the
region’s large countries expressed low levels of satisfaction with ongoing
government eﬀorts to help the poor, as shown in ﬁgure 2. By providing
assistance to the poor and vulnerable, SSNs can create a springboard to
help citizens preserve their independence and be in a position to share
in the beneﬁts of economic progress.
SSNs can be crucial instruments of economic and social transitions
in the Middle East and North Africa. Figure 3 introduces a framework for eﬀective and empowering SSNs in the region. As it illustrates,
SSNs can promote three outcomes:
t Social inclusion, by enabling investment in human capital (such as
supporting school attendance or better nutrition for children)
5

t Livelihood, by protecting against destitution
t Resilience to crises, by helping households to navigate the eﬀects of shocks.
Experience in many countries, including some in the Middle East and North Africa, shows that several SSN instruments improve investments in human capital
through multiple pathways. For example, conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and
education fee waivers help to increase school enrollment and attendance. Similarly,
CCTs and noncontributory health insurance schemes increase health care use, especially for preventive care (such as mother and child health), while workfare programs
can increase the assets of the poor and their communities. Some of these instruments
also protect the poor from destitution and their children from malnutrition and disease by improving households’ immediate consumption and income without being as
expensive and distortionary as price subsidies. In case of shocks, cash transfers reach
those in need more eﬀectively than subsidies and in-kind transfers because of their
greater ﬂexibility.

Figure 1 Citizens’ Self-Reported Ability to Buy Sufficient Food in the Middle East and
North Africa, Selected Countries, 2009–11
Have there been times in the past 12 months when you did not have
enough money to buy food that you or your family needed?
50
% who said yes

40
30
20
10
0
Jordan

Tunisia
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Egypt, Arab Rep.
2011

Source: Gallup 2011.
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Figure 2 Citizens’ Satisfaction with Government Assistance to the Poor in the Middle
East and North Africa, Selected Countries, 2011
In your country, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with efforts to deal with the poor?
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Figure 3 A Framework for Renewed Social Safety Nets in the Middle East and North
Africa
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Key Challenges that Call
for Renewed SSNs

2

U

nderstanding the speciﬁc challenges faced by the poor and
vulnerable is a crucial precondition for eﬀective design of
SSN instruments in the Middle East and North Africa. SSN
programs encompass a range of ﬂexible instruments that can be tailored
according to the highest-priority needs of the target beneﬁciaries—advancing the SSNs’ triple goals of promoting inclusion, livelihood, and
resilience. Thus, SSN eﬀectiveness depends on the accurate identiﬁcation of the principal challenges faced by the poor, such as those that
contribute to perpetuating poverty across generations and those that
can lead the vulnerable into a quick descent into poverty. To this eﬀect,
this section reviews key stylized facts about poverty, vulnerability, and
social exclusion in the Middle East and North Africa and the associated
human development challenges faced by the people in need.

Two Particularly Vulnerable Groups: Children and
Rural Residents
Recent decades saw progress in lowering the rate of absolute poverty, but two challenges remain: child poverty and geographic pockets of poverty. Although economic growth in the region lifted many
people out of poverty, the decline in poverty rates in the Middle East
and North Africa occurred at a slower pace than in other regions, such
as Eastern Europe and Central Asia or East Asia and the Paciﬁc. Two
large groups of the population face a higher than average risk of poverty: children and rural residents. These groups suﬀer from inequality
of opportunities, which is exacerbated by lack of access to services, all
leading to lower human development outcomes. In the absence of SSNs
that eﬀectively promote human capital formation among the poor and
protect against destitution, these outcomes may be perpetuated.
Children in the Middle East and North Africa are particularly at risk
of poverty. Some countries in the Middle East and North Africa—such
as Egypt, Iraq, and the Republic of Yemen—have high levels of child
9

poverty, with at least one in every four children living below the national poverty
line (see table 1). Even in Jordan and Morocco, where child poverty is not as high,
children face a signiﬁcantly higher poverty risk than other age groups.
Being born into a poor household puts a child at a signiﬁcant disadvantage
compared with his or her peers. The average parent of a poor child in the region
has no formal education and has to provide for a family of ﬁve or more members.
In Egypt and Morocco, 70 percent of the households in the poorest quintile have a
head who has never attended school. Poor children often live in dwellings without
a sewage connection or basic amenities. In Jordan, a 10-year-old girl in the poorest
quintile is 40 percent less likely to drink treated water and 50 percent less likely to
have a bed than a girl in the richest quintile. These inequalities are also reﬂected in
the size and quality of dwellings and children’s access to technology.
Progress on some human development outcomes in the Middle East and North
Africa is still disappointing, and alarmingly low among the poor, with potentially life-long irreversible impacts. Early childhood malnutrition is strikingly high
in the region’s low-income countries and in some middle-income ones. The level of
economic development contributes but does not completely explain the incidence
of malnutrition, as shown in ﬁgure 4: Djibouti, Morocco, and the Republic of Yemen have high malnutrition rates relative to countries with similar income levels.
Within countries, malnutrition rates are higher among children in poor households
(see ﬁgure 5). In terms of education, older children face higher school dropout rates
and are more likely to enter the job market as low-skilled youth.
The region has important geographic disparities, with those born in lagging areas of even relatively rich countries at high risk of poverty. The rural poverty rates
in Iraq and the Republic of Yemen are twice those of urban areas (see ﬁgure 6). Even
middle-income countries such as Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Tunisia have spatial pockTable 1. Child Poverty Rates in the Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries,
c. 2006–10
Country

Child (0–14) poverty rate (%)

Overall poverty rate (%)

Egypt, Arab Rep. 2009

29

22

Iraq 2007

27

23

20

14

Morocco 2010

25

20

Yemen, Rep. 2006

36

35

Jordan 2010
a

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on data from latest available household surveys.
Note: Poverty rates are based on national poverty lines for all countries except Morocco.
a
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Poverty line defined as the bottom quintile cutoff.
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Figure 4 Prevalence of Wasting Relative to GDP Per Capita in the Middle East and
North Africa, Selected Countries
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Source: Authors’ calculations, based on malnutrition data from UNICEF 2009; GDP per capita data from World Bank 2012c.
Note: PPP = purchasing power parity.

Prevalence of stunting among children under 5, %

Figure 5 Stunting by Wealth Quintile in the Middle East and North Africa,
Selected Countries
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http://www.childinfo.org/mics.html.
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Figure 6 The Rural-Urban Divide: Poverty Rates in the Middle East and North Africa,
Selected Countries, c. 2005–10
Jordan
Tunisia
Egypt, Arab Rep.
Iraq
Yemen, Rep.
0

10

20

30

40

50

Poverty rate (%)
Urban
Rural

Sources: Authors’ calculations based on data from the following household surveys: HIECS, Egypt 2009; IHSES, Iraq 2007; HIES, Jordan
2010; HBS, Republic of Yemen 2006; and World Bank (Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Network) staff estimates using
Tunisia HBS 2005. For full identification and descriptions of the surveys, see annex A.1 at the end of the chapter.
Note: Poverty rates are based on national poverty lines.

ets (such as slums in urban areas and isolated rural areas) where poverty is prevalent;
access to basic services, such as antenatal care and clean water, is lacking; and human
development indicators are considerably below the national average. For instance, a
child in rural Upper Egypt is 3.4 times less likely than a child in urban Lower Egypt
to attend primary school.
Inequality of opportunities, combined with lack of access to basic services, severely limits the prospects of people who grow up in poor households. The
process by which children and young adults attain desirable education and health
outcomes in the Middle East and North Africa depends, to a large extent, on circumstances beyond their control, such as their location at birth, their gender, and
their parents’ wealth and education. Wealth is a signiﬁcant determinant of access to
basic services across the region, such as antenatal care, immunizations, and highquality child care as well as preschool education. Among the poor, the inability to
cover health costs is signiﬁcant and especially aﬀects children and pregnant women.
Growing up in a poor household and in rural areas also limits the opportunity to
accumulate key human capital. Most adults in poor Middle Eastern and North
African households have either only primary or no formal education. For instance,
in 2010, 70 percent of males living in households of the bottom wealth quintile
in Jordan had primary education or no formal education, compared with only 21
percent of those living in households in the top wealth quintile.
Once in the labor market, individuals with low levels of human capital accumulation are at the highest risk of being unemployed or in poor-quality jobs. Figure 7
12
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shows that poor young men are more likely to be out of school and out of work than
nonpoor young men. Even when they are employed, the poor are more likely to work
in informal, low-paying jobs, while those in higher-income households are more likely
to be in formal jobs, as shown in ﬁgure 8. Escaping this situation is diﬃcult: ﬁgure 9
shows that workers in the bottom quintile in Egypt are less likely to move from a “bad

Urban males (ages 15–24)
out of school and out of work, %

Figure 7 Share of Young Urban Males out of School and out of Work, by Family Wealth,
in Jordan, Morocco, and Egypt, Arab Rep., c. 2009–10
35
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10
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0
Jordan

Morocco

Egypt, Arab Rep.

Q1&2

Q4&5

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the following household surveys: JLMPS, Jordan 2010; SYPE, Egypt 2009; and MHYS,
Morocco 2010. For full descriptions, see annex A.1.
Note: Q = wealth quintile (1 = lowest, 5 = highest).

Figure 8 Work Status of Urban Wage-Employed Men, by Wealth Quintile, in Jordan,
Morocco, and Egypt, Arab Rep., 2009–10
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who are wage-employed, %
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the following household surveys: MHYS, Morocco 2010; JLMPS, Jordan 2009; and SYPE,
Egypt 2009. For full descriptions, see annex A.1.
Note: Q = wealth quintile (1 = lowest, 5 = highest).
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Males (ages 15–34)
who were employed in 2008, %

Figure 9 Probability of Transition to a Good or Bad Job in 2009, by Consumption
Quintile and Employment Condition of Young Egyptian Males in 2008
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on HIECS, Egypt 2008 and 2009. For full description, see annex A.1.
Note: “Good job” is defined as offering social security or with earnings above two-thirds of the median. “Bad job” is defined as informal and
with earnings below two-thirds of the median. “Other status” is defined as being unemployed or out of the labor force. Q = consumption
quintile (1 = lowest, 5 = highest).

job” (a job that is neither protected nor well paid) to a good job, and they are more
likely than wealthier workers to fall out of good-quality jobs into low-quality ones.

High Vulnerability to Poverty, without Effective Coping
Strategies
A large share of the population hovers around the poverty line and exhibits
low resilience to shocks. Even those who rode the trajectory of economic growth
into the middle class remain vulnerable to the risk of falling back into poverty if an
economic contraction takes place. In fact, as many as 15–17 percent of Egyptians,
Iraqis, Syrians, and Yemenis and 10 percent of Moroccans have consumption levels
that are no more than US$0.50 per day above the US$2 per day poverty line, as
shown in ﬁgure 10.
Vulnerable households have little disposable income and spend a high share of
total expenditures on essentials. This implies that these households cannot easily
scale down their expenditures during shocks, and thus they can easily move into
poverty, as ﬁgure 11 illustrates. For instance, between 2005 and 2008, 55 percent
of Egyptians experienced at least one episode of poverty or near-poverty (Marotta
et al. 2011).
There is a high probability of irreversible loss of human capital during shocks
and crises if SSNs that help households navigate the eﬀects of such events are
14

The Way Forward for Social Safety Nets in the Middle East and North Africa

Figure 10 Share of Population Living on US$2–US$2.50 a Day in the Middle East and
North Africa, Selected Countries
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Source: Calculations from PovcalNet, http://iresearch.worldbank.org/povcalnet.

not in place. In the face of a major shock, Middle Eastern and North African households rely on their own income, savings, and assets as well as on informal safety nets
(such as private support from family and neighbors) because few have access to formal safety nets. As many as 15 percent of households in Iraq and Morocco reported
suﬀering at least one major shock during the previous 12 months, but only about
1 percent of these shock-aﬀected households reported receiving help from formal
safety nets (that is, support from the government and nongovernmental organizations [NGOs]), as shown in ﬁgure 12. In this context, poorer families, with their
limited incomes, savings, and assets, are again at greater risk. Household vulnerabil-

Figure 11 Expenditure Composition by Income Quintile in Egypt, Arab Rep., 2009
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Source: Data from Egypt HIECS 2009. For a full description, see annex A.1.
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Figure 12

Household Coping Mechanisms for Shocks in Iraq and Morocco, 2009–10
As a coping mechanism to one or more of the aforementioned problems
during last 12 months, has the household:

Received help from government or NGO
Sold or pawned assets
Received help from friends or neighbors
Asked for loan
Received help from family
Used own income or savings
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Morocco
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Source: Data from IHSES, Iraq 2009, and MHYS, Morocco 2010. For full survey descriptions, see annex A.1.
Note: NGO = nongovernmental organization.

ity in the region is exacerbated by predominantly informal employment, precarious
jobs, and the absence of income-support assistance for the unemployed. In addition, weather-related shocks have considerably increased vulnerability among rural
agricultural households. For example, in Morocco, 22 percent of all households in
2010 reported having experienced a major weather shock (such as drought, ﬂood,
pest infestation, or crop and livestock diseases).

Inequitable Access to Social Services and Job Opportunities
In addition to the factors already mentioned, women, people with disabilities,
and displaced people may face additional challenges. SSNs that promote inclusion should be designed in ways that are sensitive to the speciﬁc needs of these
groups and promote their participation in the safety net.
Although ability is evenly distributed across gender, female participation in the
labor force in the Middle East and North Africa remains low, and not necessarily out of choice. Some of the main factors hindering female labor force participation in the Middle East and North Africa are weak support systems (such as
public transportation and child care services), lack of empowerment, educational
disadvantages, and wage discrimination as well as gender segregation in various
industries (UNDP 2005; World Bank 2004; World Bank 2012a). A comparative
household survey conducted by the World Bank in Cairo, Egypt; Amman, Jordan;
16
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and Sana’a, Republic of Yemen, shows that fewer than 10 percent of women living
in households with a member who opposes their work end up participating in the
labor market (Chamlou et al. 2008a, b). This is particularly of concern because
more than 30 percent of young men oppose female participation in the labor market. Furthermore, in several Middle Eastern and North African countries, tax- and
employment-related beneﬁts to families are channeled through men.
Countries in the Middle East and North Africa also face challenges, as do other
regions, in eﬀectively addressing the diﬃculties that persons with disabilities
consistently face. These challenges include high unemployment rates; inaccessible
and unaﬀordable health care; low educational attainment (only 20 percent of women
and 40 percent of men with disabilities in the Syrian Arab Republic are literate);
inaccessible transportation and infrastructure to reach jobs and services; and stigmatization resulting in social exclusion and marginalization (WHO and World Bank
2010). In 2006, a national survey of people with disabilities in Morocco revealed
their high expressed need for improved access to a range of social services (Kingdom
of Morocco 2006). In combination with better provision of services, unconditional
cash transfers for people with disabilities can help to start addressing the additional
barriers faced by this group in, for instance, accessing health care and rehabilitation,
transportation, education, and employment.
In some countries of the Middle East and North Africa, externally displaced
people can rely on a smaller range of social beneﬁts and services than the domestic population. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) and the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), the region hosts almost half of all the
registered externally displaced people in the world. UNHCR also estimates that
the total number of internally displaced persons in the region is around 10 million.
The integration of the displaced varies substantially from country to country, and
often by particular group. In some countries, displaced people face higher education and health costs than the host country’s population; restricted access to formal
sector professions; and constrained mobility due to regulations on driver’s licenses.
In countries with ongoing conﬂicts or returning displaced persons, UNHCR and
NGOs often step in to provide basic services to the displaced.
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The Current State of SSNs
in the Middle East and
North Africa

3

D

espite the needs described above, the Middle East and North
Africa lags behind other regions in the eﬃcient use of SSN
resources. Most countries in the region adopt one of two approaches to SSNs: (a) relying primarily on ineﬃcient and pro-rich universal subsidies or ration programs, eﬀectively crowding out more eﬀective interventions; or (b) oﬀering a multitude of small and fragmented
programs that do not have a signiﬁcant impact on poverty and inequality because of their low coverage, high leakage, and limited beneﬁt levels.

Universal Subsidies at the Expense of More Effective
Programs
Subsidy spending in the Middle East and North Africa is much
higher in both absolute and relative terms than it is in other regions. In particular, the region’s countries spend, on average, 5.7 percent of GDP on subsidies, as opposed to 1.3 percent of GDP in the
average benchmark developing country, as ﬁgure 13 shows. With the
notable exception of Iraq, the region’s countries spend much more on
the more distortionary and pro-rich fuel subsidies (4.5 percent of GDP
on average) than on food subsidies and ration cards (1.1 percent of
GDP on average), as shown in ﬁgure 14. Subsidies capture substantial
ﬁnancial resources that could be spent on more eﬃcient and eﬀective
SSN programs, as noted in ﬁgure 15.
Subsidies aside, SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa are fragmented among many small programs. Administrative data collected
as part of this study (Middle East and North Africa SSN Inventory, see
Annex A.1 for the description of the methodology) show that nonsubsidy SSNs in the region are fragmented among many small programs
(see ﬁgure 16); for example, in Morocco, 12 diﬀerent programs all aim
at increasing school enrollment.
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Figure 13 SSN Spending with and without Subsidies, Middle East and North Africa
Relative to Other Developing Countries, c. 2008–11
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Sources: Authors’ calculations based on Government of Jordan 2011b; World Bank 2009, 2010a, 2010c, 2011a, 2011b; World Bank, FAO,
and IFAD 2009; IMF Fiscal Affairs Department database.
Note: SSN = social safety net.

Figure 14

Food and Fuel Subsidies as Percentage of GDP in the Middle East and North
Africa, Selected Countries, c. 2008–11
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Figure 15 Comparison of Subsidy Spending and Nonsubsidy SSN Expenditures for the
Poor in the Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries, c. 2008–11
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on latest household survey and Government of Jordan 2011a; World Bank 2009, 2010a, 2010c; IMF
Fiscal Affairs Department database.
Note: SSN = social safety net.
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Figure 16 Nonsubsidy SSN Program Mix by Type, Middle East and North Africa, c.
2008–11
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Small Impact of Nonsubsidy SSNs on Poverty and Inequality
Everywhere in the region except for West Bank and Gaza, two out of three people
in the poorest quintile are not reached by nonsubsidy SSNs. The Middle East and
North Africa region has signiﬁcant scope to improve the reach of its nonsubsidy safety
nets to the poor and vulnerable population. The only area in the region with SSN
coverage above the world average is West Bank and Gaza, where government, donor,
and NGO programs cover more than half of the poorest quintile, as shown in ﬁgure
17. Overall, coverage of the bottom quintile by SSNs in the Middle East and North
The Current State of SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa
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Figure 17 Coverage by Nonsubsidy SSNs, Middle East and North Africa Relative to
Other Regions

Sources: Middle East and North Africa: Authors’ calculations based on national household surveys. Other regions: World Bank 2012a.
Note: SSN = social safety net. All regional averages are population-weighted.

Africa is less than half the world average and less than a third of the SSN coverage in
Europe and Central Asia or Latin America and the Caribbean (see ﬁgure 17).
Targeting methods used by SSN programs in the Middle East and North Africa are
mostly geographical and categorical, leading to high leakages. Diﬀerent targeting

methods are applicable in diﬀerent contexts. In the Middle East and North Africa,
SSN programs overwhelmingly use geographical and categorical targeting methods
(see ﬁgure 18), which work well in environments where poverty is concentrated, but
not when poverty is multifaceted and spatially dispersed. In the latter case, methods
that identify households or individuals based on their means or correlates of poverty
(proxy means testing [PMT]) are preferable. Given the overreliance on geographical
and categorical targeting methods, leakages in the Middle East and North Africa are
very high, with only a quarter of nonsubsidy SSN beneﬁciaries in the average country coming from the poorest quintile, while about 15 percent are from the richest
quintile. A comparison with other regions conﬁrms the underperformance of the
Middle East and North African SSNs in terms of beneﬁciary incidence, since elsewhere the bottom quintile constitutes more than 30 percent of SSN beneﬁciaries,
with Latin America and the Caribbean leading the world at 36 percent.
Still, some parts of the Middle East and North Africa have already begun to improve their targeting methods. For example, Jordan’s National Aid Fund relies on
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a semiveriﬁed means test combined with categorical targeting, while West Bank and
Gaza, the Republic of Yemen, and most recently, Lebanon have introduced PMTbased targeting.
Setting the beneﬁt size for an SSN program is an important but diﬃcult policy
decision. On the one hand, a robust safety net should deliver adequate consumption protection for the most vulnerable members of a society, those who cannot provide for themselves due to age or disability and those who need temporary assistance
to rebound from an economic or health shock. On the other hand, overly generous
beneﬁts may discourage working-age, able-bodied adults from participating in the
labor force and instead encourage them to depend on the assistance provided by the
government.
The generosity of nonsubsidy SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa is low.
As shown in ﬁgure 20, nonsubsidy SSN transfers constitute less than a quarter of
the bottom quintile’s welfare (as measured by consumption, expenditure, or assets).
The greatest impact of SSN transfers on the welfare of the poorest quintile is in West
Bank and Gaza, followed by Jordan. However, in countries such as the Republic of
Yemen, the consumption levels of beneﬁciaries in the bottom quintile are barely affected. Overall, whereas the average SSN system in the world provides transfers of
almost 20 percent of the bottom quintile’s welfare, in the Middle East and North
The Current State of SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa

23

Poorest quintile

L. Amer. & the Caribbean

Eur. & Cent. Asia

E. Asia & Pacific

World

Mid. East & N. Africa

Iraq 2007

Djibouti 2002

Morocco 2010

Yemen, Rep. 2005

Egypt, Arab Rep. 2009

West Bank & Gaza 2009

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Jordan 2010

SSN beneficiaries, %

Figure 19 Beneficiary Incidence of Nonsubsidy SSNs, Middle East and North Africa
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Sources: Middle East and North Africa: Authors’ calculations based on national household surveys. Other regions: World Bank 2012a.
Note: SSN = social safety net. All regional averages are population-weighted.

Africa, this ﬁgure stands at only 12 percent, far below the other regions. This suggests that the beneﬁt generosity of SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa can
be increased without triggering signiﬁcant work disincentives.
Most nonsubsidy SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa have a negligible effect on poverty and inequality. The most important indicator of SSN eﬀectiveness
is the impact on poverty and inequality. This indicator combines the separate forces
of coverage, targeting, and generosity of SSN programs to assess the overall eﬀect of
the presence of SSNs on the welfare distribution of the country. With the exception
of West Bank and Gaza and Jordan, the region’s SSNs have little eﬀect on poverty
rates, as estimated though a simulation of poverty in the absence of SSNs (see ﬁgure
21, panel A). SSN presence in Egypt, Iraq, and the Republic of Yemen reduces poverty rates in these countries by at most 3 percent. SSNs in the Middle East and North
Africa perform better in terms of poverty impact than SSNs in East Asia, but much
worse than the world average or in Europe and Central Asia and Latin America and
the Caribbean. Notably, West Bank and Gaza’s SSNs have a higher impact on poverty than the best-performing region (Europe and Central Asia).
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Figure 20 Benefit Generosity of Nonsubsidy SSNs, Middle East and North Africa
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Sources: Middle East and North Africa: Authors’ calculations based on national household surveys. Other regions: World Bank 2012a.
Note: SSN = social safety net. All regional averages are population-weighted.

With the notable exception of West Bank and Gaza, most of the region’s SSNs do
not have much impact on the distribution of welfare. The regional leader in terms
of SSN impact on inequality is West Bank and Gaza, with its SSNs reducing the Gini
coeﬃcient by more than 7 percent and outperforming not only the rest of the Middle
East and North Africa but also other regions (see ﬁgure 21, panel B). On the other
hand, in Egypt, Iraq, and the Republic of Yemen, SSNs have an imperceptible eﬀect
on welfare distribution, with the Gini coeﬃcient declining by less than 1 percent.
Comparisons with other regions demonstrate that in terms of reducing inequality,
the region’s performance is in the middle of the regional rankings, below Europe and
Central Asia as well as Latin America and the Caribbean, but above East Asia.
Low coverage, poor targeting, and insuﬃcient generosity of SSNs in the Middle
East and North Africa account for these relatively small impacts on poverty and
inequality. The relatively low coverage and generosity of the region’s SSNs drive the
eﬀect on poverty. The impact on inequality measures the eﬀect of SSNs on welfare
distribution; as such, it is directly tied to targeting accuracy. Even excluding subsidies and ration cards, the region’s SSNs are not adequately targeted to the poor and
vulnerable, which explains the negligible eﬀect on the Gini coeﬃcient.
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Figure 21 Poverty and Inequality Impact of Nonsubsidy SSNs in the Middle East and
North Africa, Selected Economies, c. 2005–10
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Universal Subsidies are Inefﬁcient, Pro-Rich, but Many People
Depend on Them
Universal subsidies have staggering leakages to the nonpoor. The most frequently cited reason for reliance on subsidies is protection of the poor by guaranteeing access to food and other essential items at aﬀordable prices. When used as SSNs, uni26
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versal subsidies suﬀer from signiﬁcant deﬁciencies in targeting accuracy, as shown
in ﬁgure 22, panel A. Ineﬃciencies due to leakages of subsidies are staggering: more
than 70 percent of spending on food subsidies in Egypt and Iraq could be saved if
such leakages were eliminated.
Still, due to their sheer magnitude as well as the high vulnerability in the Middle
East and North Africa, subsidies have a signiﬁcant impact on poverty, and any
reform needs to take this fact into account. Despite their ineﬃciency, simple removal of subsidies would have signiﬁcant impoverishing eﬀects in many Middle
Eastern and North African countries. Given their wider coverage and generosity (in
terms of subsidization rates of essential goods in the consumption baskets), subsidies
have major impacts on keeping people out of poverty (see ﬁgure 22, panel B). In
Figure 22 Inefficient but Poverty-Reducing Subsidies in the Middle East and North
Africa, Selected Countries, c. 2004–10
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Egypt and Iraq, food ration cards reduced poverty rates by more than 30 percent (or
about 10 percentage points). Notably, fuel subsidies have lower impacts on poverty
than food subsidies. Given the signiﬁcant poverty-reducing impact of subsidies and
the low impact of nonsubsidy SSNs, sustainable reform of subsidies has to be accompanied by signiﬁcant expansion of other SSN instruments that promote livelihood
and resilience.

The Political Economy of
SSN Reforms in the Middle
East and North Africa

4

What Do Citizens Want?

A

large body of evidence about citizens’ perceptions and aspirations concerning SSNs has been collected as part of this
report, with the objective of understanding citizens’ key
preferences for the SSNs of the future. Although many of the technical shortcomings of SSNs have been highlighted in the past—and
although governments have attempted to reform untargeted subsidies
at diﬀerent times—political economy considerations have been a major
reason why SSN reforms have largely stalled or never began across the
region. As part of this study, new cross-country data were collected using nationally representative opinion surveys (MENA SPEAKS [Social
Protection Evaluation of Attitudes, Knowledge, and Support]) in partnership with Gallup in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Tunisia. In addition, this section presents the ﬁndings from an innovative behavioral
experiment (Jordan Gives), which simulated the real trade-oﬀs involved
in SSNs by providing participants with fuel vouchers and giving them
an option to donate these vouchers in exchange for diﬀerent designs
of SSNs for the poor in their communities. The new data provide evidence on possible entry points for SSNs’ renewal and reform that the
poor and middle classes are likely to support.

In the Middle East and North Africa, those who perceive high income inequality in their countries and who consider themselves to
be poor tend to demand redistributive policies more strongly. The
self-reported poor are an important share of the region’s population, and
they include both a large majority of the poor and also the “subjective
poor”—those who are not in the bottom income quintile (see ﬁgure 23)
and yet report themselves to be poor and who can constitute nearly onequarter of the population, as in the case of Tunisia. The subjective poor
are more likely to say that “the rich own almost all of the wealth” in the
country. In turn, those who believe that income inequality is high tend
29

Respondents who report being poor, %

Figure 23 Self-Reported Poverty and Perceived High Inequality, by Income Quintile, in
the Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries, 2012
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to demand more redistributive policies. The subjective poor is the group that perceives inequality more acutely. This group is also more likely to be dissatisﬁed with
the government’s eﬀectiveness in providing SSNs.
The demand for redistribution also varies according to personal beliefs about
the causes of poverty and social mobility. In the questionnaire used after the Jordan Gives behavioral experiment, middle-class participants expressed a general belief that hard work usually brings success. This belief was more prevalent among
those who deﬁne themselves as upper- and middle-income. Those who felt their
income to be closer to the poor were almost as likely to state that success is due to
luck and connections as that it is due to hard work, as shown in ﬁgure 24. These perceptions are in line with those in Latin America and Western Europe but less stark
than in the United States, where individuals overwhelmingly believe that success is
the result of individual eﬀort.

Government Most Responsible for SSNs but Often Seen as
Ineffective
Almost all surveyed citizens saw their government as the main actor responsible
for addressing poverty; at the same time, a large share of the population, particularly in Egypt and Lebanon, do not perceive their government’s current eﬀorts
as eﬀective in providing social safety nets. When asked about who should bear
the primary responsibility for aiding the poor, the vast majority of MENA SPEAKS
respondents replied: the government, as shown in ﬁgure 25, panel A. In Jordan
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Figure 24 Opinions on Causes of Success among the Jordanian Middle Class, 2012
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and Tunisia, the poor had markedly the most critical evaluations of government effectiveness regarding SSNs, as shown in ﬁgure 25, panel B. In addition, regression
analysis in MENA SPEAKS countries shows that in Egypt and Tunisia, but not in
Lebanon, citizens who agreed with the statement that “government corruption is
widespread” were much more likely to ﬁnd the existing SSNs ineﬀective. Similarly,
in the Jordan Gives experiment, those who had more doubts about the accuracy of
targeting existing SSNs to the poor were less likely to donate their vouchers to help
the poor in their communities.
Awareness of available SSN programs varies strongly by country and is higher
among the wealthy. Egyptians have low awareness about existing nonsubsidy SSN
programs, while Tunisian and Lebanese SSN programs have high name recognition.
For instance, 23 percent of respondents in Egypt had never heard about a single
SSN program, even after being prompted with program names. Awareness of SSN
programs was far lower among the poor than among high-income respondents, as
shown in ﬁgure 26.
In Tunisia and, to a lesser extent, in Lebanon, the rich are much more likely to per-

sonally know someone who participates in an SSN program than are the
poor, which could be an imperfect proxy for high leakage. In Tunisia, the
probability of knowing a beneﬁciary of the National Needy Families Program
(Nationale des Familles Necessiteuses) program was almost twice as high among
people in the top and middle income quintiles than among the poor, as shown in
ﬁgure 27, panel A. In contrast, in Jordan, most of the programs are better known
among the bottom two quintiles than among the top two quintiles, as shown in
ﬁgure 27, panel B.
The Political Economy of SSN Reforms in the Middle East and North Africa
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Figure 25 Opinions about Responsibility for SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa,
Selected Countries, 2012
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Figure 26 Awareness of SSNs, by Income Quintile, in the Middle East and North Africa,
Selected Countries, 2012
5
4
3
2
1
0
Q1

Q2
Egypt, Arab Rep.

Q3
Lebanon

Q4
Jordan

Source: Authors’ calculations based on MENA SPEAKS survey.
Note: SSN = social safety net. Q = income quintile (1 = lowest, 5 = highest).
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Q5
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Figure 27 Knowledge of SSN Program Beneficiaries, by Income Quintile, in Tunisia and
Jordan, 2012
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Public awareness of food subsidies in the Middle East and North Africa is much
higher than awareness of fuel subsidies, and knowledge about subsidies improves with income, especially for fuel. The awareness that fuel was subsidized
ranged from 25 percent in Jordan to 47 percent in Tunisia. However, the awareness
of the bread subsidy ranged from 47 percent in Lebanon to 87 percent in Egypt.
The higher awareness of food subsidies is particularly relevant considering that the
fuel subsidies tend to be more regressive and consume more resources than food
subsidies across the region’s countries. For example, Egypt spends much more on
fuel subsidies (6.9 percent of GDP in 2009) than on food subsidies (1.8 percent of
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GDP). Raising awareness of the costs incurred due to fuel subsidies could be the
starting point for an honest dialogue on SSN reform.

Preferences for SSNs Targeting the Poor, with Cash Rather
than In-Kind Beneﬁts
Contrary to the prevailing design of SSNs in the region, the large majority of
people prefer that the programs use poverty-based targeting rather than categorical targeting—and that they deliver cash as opposed to in-kind transfers.
More than 85 percent of people would prefer to have SSN programs targeted to
the poor rather than to diﬀerent categories of people, such as widows, orphans,
and the disabled, as shown in ﬁgure 28, panel A. This preference is stronger among
the poor themselves, which is understandable because categorical targeting is more
likely to exhibit leakage to the nonpoor or not to cover the poor who do not belong
to the targeted categories. Also, more than two-thirds of respondents in each of the
four countries under study preferred cash-based SSNs—ranging from 68 percent in
Lebanon to 85 percent in Jordan, as shown in ﬁgure 28, panel B.
Most people in the Middle East and North Africa do not seem to favor the use of
conditionality in the provision of SSN programs, but among the supporters of
CCTs, the most preferred conditions related to school attendance and an active
job search. Unlike in Latin America, where conditionality of cash transfers increased
support for SSNs, respondents in the Middle East and North Africa do not seem
ready to impose requirements on safety net recipients. About two-thirds of the survey
respondents in Egypt and Lebanon and three-quarters of the respondents in Jordan
and Tunisia rejected the idea of conditioning SSN transfers (see ﬁgure 29). For those
who agreed with imposing some requirements on SSN beneﬁciaries, conditions tied
to children’s school attendance and active job search eﬀorts were most preferred. Interestingly, in Egypt, the self-identiﬁed poor were much more open to the idea than
the middle class and the wealthy. If governments were to establish programs with conditionality, an eﬀective communication campaign on its rationale would be necessary.

Subsidy Reform Acceptance Varies, with Beneﬁts Targeting
the Poor Preferred
Acceptance of subsidy reform is very country-speciﬁc, ranging from a low in
Egypt to a high in Lebanon. Figure 30 illustrates the relative tolerance of subsidy
reform regarding a list of subsidized products. In all countries, the lower-middleincome group appears less likely to oppose subsidy reform than the upper-middleincome and wealthy groups. And in three out of four countries (all except Lebanon), the lower-middle-income group is more willing to consider subsidy reform
than the self-identiﬁed poor. One hypothesis explaining this could be that those
of lower-middle income do not depend on subsidies as much as the poor, but they
34
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Figure 28 SSN Design Preferences, in the Middle East and North Africa, Selected
Countries, 2012
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also do not consume a lion’s share of the subsidy beneﬁts, as do those of uppermiddle income and the rich.
Citizens who were ready to consider the reform of at least one subsidy were
more tolerant of reforming fuel subsidies than food subsidies. In Lebanon, an
overwhelming majority of citizens appeared to support the removal of the relatively
unknown tobacco growers’ subsidy (see ﬁgure 31). Governments can use such information in building a pro-reform coalition.
The majority of citizens in the Middle East and North Africa prefer spending
the savings from subsidy reform on cash-based transfers targeted to the poor
The Political Economy of SSN Reforms in the Middle East and North Africa
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Figure 29 Support for Conditionality of SSN Programs in the Middle East and North
Africa, Selected Countries, 2012
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Egypt, Arab Rep.

Lebanon

Jordan

No requirements

Tunisia

Some requirements

Source: Authors’ calculations based on MENA SPEAKS survey.
Note: SSN = social safety net.

(complemented, in the case of Lebanon, with increased investment in education and health services). When asked how the savings from subsidy reform could
be spent, most people in Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia preferred targeted cash transfers
only to the poor rather than increased spending on public goods, loosely targeted
transfers, or universal compensation (see ﬁgure 32). In Lebanon, however, the majority of respondents preferred to complement cash transfers to the poor with increased investment in education and health.
However, support for cash transfers narrowly targeted to the poor decreases with income. Respondents identifying themselves as lower-middle income,

Respondents opposed, %

Figure 30 Opposition to Subsidy Reform of Any Product, by Self-Reported Income
Group, in the Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries, 2012
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Figure 31 Preferred Product for Subsidy Removal (Assuming Necessity of Reform) in
the Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries, 2012
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Figure 32 Preferred Cash Transfer Targeting Option following Subsidy Reform, in the
Middle East and North Africa, Selected Countries, 2012
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upper-middle income, or rich were less likely to prefer narrowly targeted cash
transfers to the poor, with many opting instead either for more loosely targeted
cash transfers or for expansion of health and education spending, so that they
could beneﬁt from this reform. It is important to read these results in light of the
fact that a broader spectrum of the population identiﬁed themselves as poor than
those who actually belong to the bottom income quintile. These subjective poor
would likely consider themselves to be among the group that should be targeted
for compensation and could, in fact, be highly disappointed if they were among
the losers from reform.

“Jordan Gives” Experiment Tests Support for SSN Designs
The Jordan Gives behavioral experiment provides empirical evidence of some of
the characteristics that drove preferences for particular methods of redistribution. Overall, about two-thirds of 420 participants in the Jordan Gives experiment
decided to donate their fuel vouchers worth 10 Jordanian dinars (JD) of fuel at any
gas station in exchange for helping the poor in their communities. The SSN design
that achieved the highest rate of fuel voucher donations was unconditional in-kind
transfers, followed by unconditional cash transfers. The design that achieved the
lowest rate of donations was cash transfers conditional on participation in skills
training, conﬁrming the MENA SPEAKS ﬁnding that citizens in the Middle East
and North Africa do not appear to be in favor of requiring safety net participants to
do something in exchange for the assistance.
In addition, the experiment enabled evaluation, through a randomized controlled
trial, of the impact of introducing additional information meant to enhance the
participants’ conﬁdence that the transfers would reach the intended target (see ﬁgure 33). Overall, individuals in the treatment group tended to donate visibly more
than those in the control group (though this diﬀerence is not statistically signiﬁcant). The eﬀect of the treatment, however, was signiﬁcant among those who had
low trust in the accuracy of the existing targeting of national SSN programs: this
group displayed an overall lower tendency to donate cash, but this tendency was
countered in treatment groups where the transparency of delivery was enhanced.
The experiment suggests that there is scope for governments to improve individuals’ support for SSNs, even from low levels of conﬁdence, through transparency
enhancement measures.
Moreover, participants’ characteristics were associated with speciﬁc donation patterns:
t Compared with prime-age participants, young and elderly individuals were
more likely to donate their fuel vouchers in exchange for food baskets to poor
families in their communities.

Respondents who would donate
fuel voucher to help poor, %

Figure 33 Propensity to Donate Vouchers by SSN Design and Treatment Group in
Jordan, 2012
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t Everything else equal, wealthier individuals (compared with individuals who reported to be in lower-income households) appeared to prefer exchanging their
fuel vouchers for food-based transfers rather than for proposals that involved cash.
t Those who thought government action to be ineﬀective were less likely to choose
options associated with government-provided services (school and training) and
preferred direct food and cash distribution.
t Those who believed that poverty is caused by laziness rather than an unjust society or bad luck chose less often to donate to the school, while those who thought
that career success comes from hard work (as opposed to luck and connections)
were more likely to donate to the school.
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The Way Forward
Making Safety Nets More Eﬀective
and Innovative in the Middle East
and North Africa

5

S

SNs can become a crucial instrument of economic and social transitions
in the Middle East and North Africa. As previously described in the framework for SSN reform (ﬁgure 3), the three outcomes that social safety nets can
promote are (a) social inclusion, by enabling investment in human capital (such as
supporting school attendance or better nutrition for children); (b) livelihood, by
protecting against destitution; and (c) resilience to crises, by helping households
navigate the eﬀects of shocks.

Achieving these outcomes implies refocusing the goals of the region’s SSNs. The
predominant SSN instrument in the Middle East and North Africa—fuel and food
subsidies—focuses on guaranteeing, at a high ﬁscal cost, aﬀordable access to basic
goods. This instrument meets only one of the SSN goals: supporting livelihood. Meanwhile, the region currently pays scant attention to promoting inclusion and resilience.
Achieving all three outcomes will require reorienting SSNs toward the following goals:
t
t
t
t

Enhance the focus on poor and vulnerable
Empower individuals with tools to improve their lives
Ensure ready and rapid temporary support in response to crises
Give citizens a greater voice to promote civic engagement and policy ownership.

SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa are ripe for reform. The region relies
too heavily on untargeted price subsidies and ration cards, which waste the scarce resources of governments because of high leakage rates and a high propensity for waste,
fraud, and corruption. Subsidies aside, SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa
are underresourced and fragmented. Most of the poor and vulnerable fall through
the cracks of the small categorically or geographically targeted programs. Moreover,
poor targeting methods result in signiﬁcant leakages of SSN beneﬁts to the nonpoor,
siphoning oﬀ resources that could be used elsewhere to decrease poverty and improve the distribution of welfare in the region. Although subsidies are ineﬃcient and
frequently ineﬀective relative to other SSN interventions, many currently depend
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on them to stay out of poverty. Moving from the status quo toward more eﬀective,
reliable, and equitable SSNs requires careful thinking not only about the technical
aspects of reform but also, and perhaps more importantly, about the sensitive issues
revolving around political economy of reform.
SSNs in the Middle East and North Africa can perform better in promoting inclusion, livelihood, and resilience, and the region’s citizens are expecting them
to do so. The MENA SPEAKS survey and Jordan Gives behavioral experiment have
demonstrated that people hold the government responsible as the main provider
of SSNs, and many are not satisﬁed with the eﬀectiveness of current SSN policies
and programs. In fact, the types of programs preferred by citizens in several of the
region’s countries are in line with best practices in SSN design. Thus, governments
have an enabling environment that can be rallied behind SSN reform.
Moreover, successful reforms that have attained signiﬁcant positive results have
already been implemented in several parts of the region. For example, West Bank
and Gaza created a uniﬁed registry across SSN programs that signiﬁcantly improved
targeting accuracy and crisis response capacity. During the last crisis, the Republic
of Yemen responded quickly with a workfare program to bridge a consumption gap
of the poor and vulnerable, while also creating community assets. Simultaneously,
important reforms were implemented in the main cash transfer program (the Social
Welfare Fund), such as (a) improving poverty targeting with a proxy means test
formula, (b) strengthening capacity for service delivery, and (c) implementing a new
legal and policy framework.
In light of the speciﬁc challenges faced by the poor and vulnerable in the Middle East and North Africa, and in light of the current state of SSNs, the path
toward more eﬀective and innovative SSNs calls for action on several fronts.
While there is no single solution, better results can be achieved through action on
the following four agenda items:
t Improve the impact of SSN programs, including their eﬀect on present and future
poverty
t Establish a reliable yet ﬂexible SSN infrastructure that can be used in normal times
as well as during crises
t Consolidate fragmented SSN programs and integrate these programs within social
protection systems
t Rebalance the ﬁnancing and priorities of safety-net systems by focusing on targeted programs rather than on subsidies.
Engaging citizens and other stakeholders in this reform agenda can improve feasibility and facilitate success.
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Improve the Impact of SSN Programs
Currently, most nonsubsidy SSN programs in the Middle East and North Africa
have limited impact on poverty and inequality because of low coverage combined
with ineﬃcient targeting practices and inadequate or nonexistent M&E systems.
Hence, the way forward could entail the following:
t Prioritizing interventions that promote investment in human capital. This can be
achieved by (a) scaling up the region’s existing successful CCTs (such as the Tayssir program in Morocco) and workfare programs (such as the Social Welfare
Fund in the Republic of Yemen); (b) tweaking the design of existing programs
to make them work better for children, youth, and women (such as Djibouti’s
workfare plus nutrition program); or (c) creating new interventions to ﬁll the
gaps based on best practices around the world but adjusting their design to empower the poor and vulnerable.
t Enhancing targeting toward the poor and vulnerable. Improved targeting can
contain costs, ensure equity, allow SSNs to act as insurance, and increase eﬀectiveness. Most of the programs in the region remain categorically or geographically targeted even though these methods are only eﬀective in environments of
concentrated poverty. At the same time, citizens in the MENA SPEAKS survey
indicated their strong preference for poverty-based targeting as opposed to categorical targeting. There is already substantial movement in the region (Djibouti,
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, West Bank and Gaza, and the Republic of Yemen) in the
direction of poverty-based targeting. The results have demonstrated the power of
such reforms and outlined a clear path forward.
t Improving the focus on results in SSN programs through M&E and social accountability. In the Middle East and North Africa, enhanced M&E for SSNs can help
allocate budget resources between programs, monitor day-to-day operations, and
track results of interventions. M&E has been particularly eﬀective when the results of evaluation and the empirical data produced are used to inform budgetary
decisions and reshape programs. This was the case in, for example, West Bank
and Gaza and the Republic of Yemen. Moreover, introducing well-functioning
social accountability systems can improve eﬃciency and accountability and combat corruption.
t Reaching out to other stakeholders (citizens, NGOs, civil society organizations [CSOs],
the private sector, and nonproﬁts). As revealed by the MENA SPEAKS survey,
citizens’ awareness about existing SSN programs is low and skewed toward the
wealthy. Comprehensive communication campaigns are needed to inform poor
and vulnerable citizens of the safety nets that are available to them. Moreover,
engaging a broader spectrum of stakeholders (such as NGOs, CSOs, the private
sector, and nonproﬁts) in ﬁnancing and implementing SSN programs could leverage their existing ﬁnancial and human resources.
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Establish a Reliable yet Flexible SSN Infrastructure
An eﬀective SSN system can help citizens navigate the eﬀects of both idiosyncratic shocks during normal times and systemic shocks during times of crisis.
The recent global economic crisis underscored the weak capacity of existing SSN
systems in the Middle East and Africa to serve this function.
Promoting households’ resilience to shocks through SSNs requires a strong administrative infrastructure. Having this infrastructure in place ahead of a crisis allows for quicker and more eﬃcient development of remedial and mitigative actions,
such as scaling up of beneﬁts for the most vulnerable or expanding coverage, thus
enhancing resilience. In particular, setting up an improved SSN infrastructure could
entail the following:
t Creating uniﬁed registries of beneﬁciaries. Such registries can be used to target
multiple programs. In normal times, uniﬁed registries can reduce costs and facilitate coherence and convergence because all agents work with the same database.
In times of crisis, uniﬁed registries can be used to quickly disburse additional
beneﬁts to the target population or to promptly expand coverage by adjusting
eligibility criteria. West Bank and Gaza provides an example of best practice in
this regard in the region.
t Using eﬀective service delivery mechanisms. In normal times, modern beneﬁt
delivery systems are important to reduce administrative costs and leakage to
nonbeneﬁciaries, to avoid corruption, and to make the transfer of payments to
beneﬁciaries quick and ﬂexible. Eﬀective use of modern technologies such as
smart cards, mobile payments, and over-the-counter payments in bank branches
facilitates rapid response during crises.

Consolidate Fragmented SSN Programs
In the Middle East and North Africa, direct transfer programs (cash-based or
in-kind) are often small and highly fragmented. International experience suggests
that having a few comprehensive programs, speciﬁcally designed to reach diﬀerent
segments of the poor and vulnerable, can address current vulnerabilities and social
protection gaps by increasing both coverage (currently below 20 percent of the poor
in most countries) and beneﬁts (currently at about 5–10 percent of consumption
of the poor). A few parts of the region (for example, Morocco and West Bank and
Gaza) have started reforming their SSNs in this direction.
Consolidation of SSNs does not have many prerequisites; thus, Middle Eastern and North African countries can move forward on this agenda item fairly
quickly. To achieve progress in this respect, governments can start by identifying
gaps in SSN systems and creating an inventory of SSN programs by program objec44
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tive, eligibility criteria, and beneﬁt type. For example, Morocco recently undertook
this type of analysis (World Bank 2011b). Informed by such analysis, governments
can identify programs that can be expanded or consolidated, and formulate a strategy for implementation of the reform.

Rebalance Financing and Priorities of SSN Systems
Reducing costly and regressive general fuel and food price subsidies would decrease ﬁscal imbalances and free up resources for safety net programs. Instead of
focusing on targeted programs, Middle Eastern and North African countries spend
the lion’s share of SSN spending on energy subsidies and a small share on targeted
safety nets. Reducing costly and regressive general fuel and food price subsidies
would decrease ﬁscal imbalances and free up resources for other safety net instruments. In particular, this eﬀort could entail the following:
t Increasing spending and improving coverage of nonsubsidy SSNs to protect against
destitution. Around the world, successful subsidy reforms have demonstrated the
importance of gaining citizens’ trust in government’s capacity to deliver fair and
reliable compensation for the reduction or loss of those subsidies. In light of the
evidence provided by MENA SPEAKS and Jordan Gives, demonstrating readiness
to deliver eﬀective and inclusive SSN programs would be an essential step on the
path toward comprehensive subsidy reform. This could be achieved by creating
new programs, scaling up eﬀective programs, and reforming ineﬀective programs.
t Reforming price subsidies through wholesale or internal reforms. Sequencing of sensitive reforms—such as reforms of universal price subsidies—is crucial for their
success. To gain credibility, government could start by
Z
Improving subsidy targeting (for example, through diﬀerentiated marketing
and packaging, which can lead to self-targeting, as in Tunisia); narrowing
subsidy coverage (for example, through lifeline tariﬀs in electricity); and reducing leakages in the distribution chain.
Z
Identifying the most sensitive subsidies and focusing instead on the most regressive
ones. According to the MENA SPEAKS survey, the least-preferred products
for subsidy reform were cooking oil in Egypt, bread in Lebanon and Tunisia,
and electricity in Jordan. These subsidies could be subject to reform only
when governments have already demonstrated their success at reforming
less-sensitive subsidies. Given that fuel subsidy spending is more than three
times the spending on food subsidies, it appears that nonfood subsidy reform is the lower-hanging fruit. In MENA SPEAKS, citizens indicated that
if they had to pick one subsidized product for reform, this product would
be tobacco in Lebanon, gasoline in Egypt, and diesel in Jordan and Tunisia.
Z
Engaging citizens early on in a dialogue about compensation packages and promoting awareness through information campaigns. Governments can use the
ﬁndings from the MENA SPEAKS survey to initiate a dialogue on preferred
The Way Forward
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compensation packages in their countries. The evidence so far suggests that
people in the Middle East and North Africa prefer the government to either
(a) target cash-based compensation for subsidy reform to the poor alone
(Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia) or (b) combine cash transfers to the poor with
investment of savings in education and health (Lebanon).
The SSN reform path is diﬀerent for every country in the region, given their
current stage of development and the main challenges of the existing SSN systems. Countries in the Middle East and North Africa ﬁnd themselves at diﬀerent
stages of progress on human development outcomes and SSN reforms. Notably,
the two parts of the region that have advanced the most in SSN reform are West
Bank and Gaza and the Republic of Yemen, which have, respectively, medium and
low levels of human development outcomes (as proxied by the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Index). These countries were able
to implement successful SSN interventions (establishing a uniﬁed registry in West
Bank and Gaza and reforming the Social Welfare Fund in the Republic of Yemen)
that help to address their speciﬁc needs. Bahrain, Djibouti, Jordan, Lebanon, and
Morocco have made important steps toward SSN reform, such as workfare plus nutrition in Djibouti, a pilot CCT program in Morocco, reforms in the subsidy system
in Jordan and Bahrain, and a targeting database in Lebanon. Other countries are
currently considering new programs or reforms of their SSN systems.
In each country, the way forward would include short- and medium-run interventions with complementary and mutually reinforcing objectives. In the short
run, Middle Eastern and North African countries can start demonstrating better results using existing SSN systems, tweaking the design of existing programs, building
uniﬁed registries, or piloting new programs such as CCTs and “workfare plus.” In the
medium run, the focus can shift to reforms that require more preexisting capacity,
such as reﬁning the SSN infrastructure and comprehensive subsidy reform. Engaging
a broad spectrum of stakeholders in an inclusive and open dialogue can facilitate the
envisioned reforms and promote an empowering role for SSNs in the region.
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Country

Survey

Year

Description

Egypt, Arab. Labor Market Panel Surveys
Rep.
(ELMPS)

2006

ELMPS was conducted by the Population Council
and CAPMAS with support of USAID Egypt and Ford
Foundation.

Egypt, Arab
Rep.

Household Income,
Expenditures and
Consumption Surveys
(HIECS)

2005 and
2008/9

HIECS are carried out by the Central Agency for Public
Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS).

Egypt, Arab
Rep.

Survey of Young People in
Egypt (SYPE)

2009

The Population Council conducted the Survey of Young
People in Egypt (SYPE) in collaboration with the Egyptian
Cabinet, Information and Decision Support Center.

Iraq

Iraq Household Socioeconomic Survey (IHSES)

2006–07

The Ministry of Planning and Development Corporation
and the Central Organization for Statistics and Information
Technology undertook IHSES with the support of the World
Bank.

Jordan

Demographic and Health
Survey (DHS)

2009

The Jordan Population and Family Health Survey (JPFHS)
was carried out by the Department of Statistics (DOS).

Jordan

Household Income and
Expenditure Survey (HIES)

2010

The Jordan Household Income and Expenditure Survey
(HIES) is carried out by Jordanian Department of Statistics
(DOS).

Jordan

Jordan Labor Market Panel
Survey (JLMPS)

2010

The Jordan Labor Market Panel survey (JLMPS)
was carried out by the Economic Research Forum in
cooperation with the National Center for Human Resource
Development (NCHRD) and the Jordanian Department of
Statistics (DOS).

Jordan

Jordan Gives Behavioral
Experiment

2012

Behavioral experiment designed by World Bank for this
study, and conducted by the Center for Strategic Studies,
University of Jordan, on a representative sample of the
Jordanian middle class.

Lebanon

National Survey of Household 2004
Living Conditions (NHS)

The National Survey of Household Living Conditions
(NHS) was conducted by the Ministry of Social Affairs,
the Central Administration for Statistics and the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 2004.

Morocco

The Morocco Household and
Youth Survey (MHYS)

2010

The Morocco Household and Youth Survey (MHYS) 2009–
10 collected information from a nationally representative
sample of 2,000 households across the country

Syrian Arab
Republic

Household Income and
Expenditure Survey (HIES)

2004

Syria Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (HIES)
2003–04 was conducted by the Central Bureau for
Statistics (CBS), Syria’s official statistical agency.

Yemen, Rep. Household Budget Survey
(HBS)

2005–06

The Household Budget Survey 2005–06 was conducted
by the Central Statistical Organization of Yemen.

Multiple
countries

2006

The Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) is an initiative
conducted by the United Nations Children’s fund to assist
countries in collecting and analyzing data to fill data gaps
for monitoring the situation of children and women.

Multiple Indicator Cluster
Survey (MICS)

(Continues to next page)
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Country

Survey

Year

Description

Multiple
countries

MENA SPEAKS Survey

2012

New dataset designed for this study by World Bank and
Gallup Inc., and fielded as part of Gallup World Poll Survey
on national representative samples of the population of
Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and Tunisia

Multiple
countries

MENA SSN Inventory

2008–2011

New database of administrative SSN data, created for this
study. A standard questionnaire template was formulated
to obtain detailed information on SSN programs, including
the number of beneficiaries and budgetary costs. The
template was completed by triangulating desk reviews
of relevant documents complemented by information
obtained from government websites. This data collection
was followed up by extensive consultation with World
Bank focal points in the region and/or key informants
in respective governments, including participants of
the consultation workshops held in Beirut, Tunis, and
Oman. It is important to note that the data collected in
the Inventory can differ from the latest official estimates.
The Bank envisions this Inventory as a continuing data
collection effort to stimulate ongoing monitoring of SSNs
in the region, and encourages submission of updated
information to the authors.

Annex A.1
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