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Iraqis’ perceptions of social 
and economic equality:  
Jobs needed

Background
The Arab region suffers from the highest inequality in the world, which 
not only disrupts economic development, but also stalls progress 
towards the 2030 Agenda and poses a risk to social and political 
stability. Many countries in the Arab region are trapped in a vicious 
cycle of conflict, low economic growth, limited social expenditure, 
unemployment, a growing vulnerable population and rising inequality. 

Given the risks of high, and rising, inequality, it is important to 
understand people’s perceptions of equality and how they believe 
it should be addressed. Consequently, the Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) conducted a survey in 2022 
of 10,000 respondents in ten Arab countries1 on social and economic 
equality. Across the region, half of those polled feel that they currently 
experience social and economic equality. Similarly, half believe that 
social and economic equality will increase in the next five years. 

1 Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, the Sudan and Tunisia.
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Across the region, respondents believe that the top three 
policy options to improve social and economic equality 
were: (1) job opportunities for young people; (2) combating 
corruption; and (3) increased wages for workers.

Except for in Lebanon (where respondents prioritize 
combating corruption), creating job opportunities for young 
people was the most identified need across the Arab region. 
To create more employment opportunities, respondents 
recommended: (1) creating more jobs in the private sector; (2) 
providing more funding for small and micro enterprises; and 
(3) reforming the education system to meet market demands.

Iraqis’ perceptions of 
social and economic 
equality
In Iraq, less than one third of respondents feel that they 
presently experience social and economic equality. Looking 

2 the United Nations International Children›s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), 2021, The Changing Childhood Project, available at https://changingchildhood.unicef.org/.

forward, only one third of respondents believe that social 
and economic equality will increase in the next 5 years, 
while two out of five respondents believe equality will 
deteriorate. Iraqis are much more pessimistic about their 
current and future experiences of equality than the average 
Arab citizen.

Female respondents are marginally more optimistic 
than male respondents about their current and future 
experiences of equality, while male respondents are much 
more likely to express a negative outlook for the future of 
equality.

Younger respondents (aged 18-24) have the most negative 
perceptions of current social and economic equality (with 
three quarters of them being negative), but the most 
positive expectations for the future. Indeed, the 2021 UNICEF 
Intergenerational Study found that globally young people are 
more concerned about inequality, climate change and rising 
nationalism, but equally believe that they have the power 
to address many of the problems they face, explaining their 
optimism for the future.2 
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Iraqis are more pessimistic than optimistic 
about their current and future experiences 
of equality. Older persons are the most 
pessimistic.
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Iraqis’ perceptions of improving social and 
economic equality

Perhaps due to increased focus on other priorities, there 
were a number of areas that Iraqis deem less important 
than any other Arab country: increased wages for workers, 
vocational education and training relevant to the labour 

market, enhanced gender equality, a fairer tax system, 
increased citizen engagement in Government policy and 
increased access to the internet.

Job opportunities for young people
Two thirds of Iraqis identify job opportunities for young 
people as critical to addressing inequality (more Iraqis 
identified with this than the average Arab citizen). Iraqi 
women valued job opportunities for young people more 
than Iraqi men, reflecting their greater time spent raising 
children, but there were no differences by age. 

While Iraqis believe more strongly than the average Arab 
citizen that job creation for young people is critical, they 
have less hope that it will occur. Only two out of five Iraqis 
believe that there will be more decent and productive 
jobs in the next five years. Iraqi women have slightly more 
confidence that there will be more decent and productive 
jobs than Iraqi men.

To create more employment opportunities, Iraqis 
identify the need to: (1) create more jobs in the private 
sector; (2) provide more funding for small and micro 
enterprises; and (3) reform the education system to 
meet the market demands.

The top three needs 
identified by Iraqis 
to improve social 
and economic 
equality are:

Job opportunities 
for young people

Combating corruption

Financial support for 
low-income households

Unemployment:

63%
particularly prone to face unemployment

Source: ILOSTAT explorer

Young women 

26% Youth

much higher than 
the national average 

13% National
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There are a number of areas that Iraqi respondents see as 
unimportant for boosting employment creation (and rated 
less than any other country): reform laws that govern 
setting up private businesses, engage more women in the 
labour market, engage persons with disabilities in the labour 
market and reform the business ecosystem.

Private sector job creation
Three in five men and women prioritize private sector 
job creation above any other policy recommendation to 
enhance employment opportunities. To support private 
sector job creation, the Government will need to first 
strengthen the investment climate to promote economic 
growth and decent job creation. 

This may require maintaining post-conflict reconstruction 
efforts to rebuild public infrastructure and reduce 
electricity shortages, reducing arrears on Government 
contracts and enforcing consistency in the implementation 
of government regulations.

Post-conflict reconstruction efforts can also be leveraged 
to increase employment. Although the employment gains 
may be short-term, they will provide a fruitful entry point to 
increase household incomes.

Promoting growth in the formal agricultural sector can 
create decent jobs for young people and would also have the 
benefit of increasing the country’s food security and reducing 
reliance on agricultural imports. However, in the presence of 
climate change-induced drought, support for the agricultural 
sector would require green irrigation initiatives.

The recent history of conflict and political 
unrest in Iraq has choked private sector 
investment and economic development. As a 
result 67 per cent of workers are thought to 
work in the informal sector. 

High employment in public (38 per cent of 
formal employees) and public institutions 
(including the 192 State-owned enterprises) 
further limits private sector employment.

Source: International Labour Organization (ILO), Iraqi Labour 
Force Survey 2021.

67%
of workers are 
thought to work in 
the informal sector

of formal employees 
are employed in public 
institutions38%
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Increase funding for small 
and micro enterprises
One third of Iraqis identified the need to increase funding for 
small and micro enterprises to support employment. 

Micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) have 
considerable employment creation potential, yet their 
potential is constrained by their informality and a lack of 
access to capital. 

Efforts to encourage formalization would increase MSMEs 
access to capital, in particular from the Iraqi Company for 
Bank Guarantees (ICBG), and would increase access to public 
funding if the Government of Iraq introduced MSME quotas for 
public procurement contracts. 

In addition to increasing access to capital, supporting 
the formalization of informal businesses and workers 
should enable greater firm growth and would promote 
decent employment. Formalization can be encouraged 
through awareness building among firms and workers 
and can be incentivized by reducing costs associated 
with formalization (such as business registration) and 
streamlining registration and tax payment procedures. A 
database of all informal firms in the country would help 
in efficiently rolling out MSME support (e.g. Government 
stimulus packages, business development trainings).

ICBG provides guarantees of up to 75 per cent of bank loans to 
small and mediun-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the agriculture, 
trade, construction, tourism and services sectors, ranging 
from $5,000 to $250,000.3 However, even among formal 
firms, access to credit remains a significant barrier to SMEs’ 
development. Guarantees should in theory reduce the need 
for high collateral requirements, and expanded financing 
for ICBG should allow it to expand its scope, yet greater 
consideration should also be paid to include micro enterprises 
under the initiative. Given the tight fiscal landscape, the 
Government should promote guarantees provided by a variety 
of financial institutions, alongside ICBG.

Allocating a specific percentage of public procurement 
budgets to productive small and micro enterprises or 
setting procurement quotas for different sectors can 
direct public spending towards inclusive businesses and 
promote inclusive growth and formalization. However, 
public contracts need to be paid on time for SMEs to remain 
solvent, given their smaller cash reserves. 

3 Iraqi Company for Bank Guarantees, 2006, Mission statement.

A United Nations study on the impact 
of COVID-19 on small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) in Iraq noted that they 
have been particularly hard hit by the 
pandemic and are still struggling to recover, 
with revenues at about 60 per cent of their 
pre-pandemic levels. 80 per cent of SME 
owners were forced to take on more debt to 
survive the COVID-19 pandemic, the majority 
of whom took on informal debt.

Source: IOM, FAO, ITC, 2021, Panel Study IV: Impact of 
COVID-19 on Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises in Iraq.

Less than 5 per cent of formal SMEs have a 
bank loan and many SMEs report being unable 
to access formal credit due to high physical 
collateral requirements.

Source: ILO, 2021, Advancing livelihoods through financial 
inclusion in Iraq.

60%

SMEs have been particularly hard hit by the 
pandemic

of SME owners were forced to take on more 
debt to survive the COVID-19 pandemic

80%

of their pre-pandemic levels in revenues
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Education system reform
One quarter of Iraqis believe that education system reform, 
in line with labour market needs, would improve employment 
opportunities. Interestingly, women and older people saw 
greater need for education reform than men and younger 
people. Women likely see greater need for educational reform 
given their increased time looking after children, while older 
people will have more likely experienced the reality of the 
mismatch between their skillset and the labour market when 
searching for employment.

Education system reform must first centre around 
understanding the needs of the labour market. Greater 
analysis is required, including in the form of regular and 
comprehensive labour market surveys. 

The ESCWA skills monitor provides an up-to-date 
picture of all the skills demanded from current job 
advertisements in Iraq and can be used to better 
understand labour market dynamics.

Young people should also be encouraged to study subjects 
in demand by the private sector, in addition to those 
demanded by the public sector. Although this requires 
carefully changing public opinion to favour more private 
sector-centric roles, it would have benefits for both the 
private sector (by offering a labour force with a more 
relevant skillset) and students alike (by increasing 
their employability upon graduation). Incentives will be 
required to encourage students to look towards private 
sector employment.

Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) can 
also be critical to enhancing employment opportunities, 
especially among young people from low-income families. 
Building upon the recent approval of the Technical and 
Vocational Qualifications Framework for Iraq, the Ministerial 
Council for Human Development should strengthen 
linkages between TVET institutions and employers to 
provide relevant skills for the job market. To be successful, 
a feedback mechanism between training institutions 
and private sector employers is also essential. Public-
private-partnerships could be instrumental in increasing 
collaboration and creating relevant TVET.

Sandwich schemes for young people can support students 
in gaining work experience, and a small income, during their 
studies. This would both prepare young people for the job 
market and increase their attractiveness to employers.

Limited private sector formal job creation has 
resulted in many graduates waiting for limited 
public sector jobs (for which there is a waiting 
list), and an unemployment rate of 42 per cent 
for those with advanced education, compared 
to 31 per cent for those with basic education.

Source: The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Assessment of the labour 
market & skills analysis: Iraq and Kurdistan Region-Iraq: 
informal sector.
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Combating corruption

Corruption is rated by 23 per cent of citizens as 
the most important challenge facing Iraq. Just 22 
per cent of Iraqis have trust in their government 
and only 24 per cent are satisfied with their 
government’s performance. 

Further, Iraq is ranked 157 out of 180 countries 
in Transparency International’s 2021 Corruption 
Perceptions Index.

Source: Arab Barometer, 2021, Wave VI surveys, and Transparency 
International, 2021 Corruption Perceptions Index.

4 Transparency International, 2020, Gender and Corruption: Are Women Less Corrupt?

Two out of five Iraqis identify combating corruption as critical 
to addressing inequality. Iraqi men are slightly more concerned 
about corruption than Iraqi women, as are younger citizens. 
Women globally cite corruption as a lesser threat than men, 
largely due to the fact that they are less likely to engage in 
corruption and are thus less aware of its prevalence.4

Corruption diverts funds that could otherwise be put 
towards creating jobs, reducing poverty and advancing 
socio-economic development. 

Iraqi anti-corruption legislation needs to be revised to 
align with international standards and then meaningfully 
implemented. 

Anti-corruption institutions, including the judiciary, need 
to be strengthened and their independence should be 
protected. Specialized on-demand training and mentorship 
opportunities for corruption investigators and integrity 
judges would also strengthen their capacity to identify and 
combat corruption.

Financial support 
for low-income 
households
One quarter of Iraqis identify the need to provide 
financial support for low-income households as critical to 
addressing inequality. One third of Iraqi women and one 
third of older citizens valued financial support for low-
income households, compared to just one fifth of Iraqi 
men. The difference in policy priorities reflects women’s 
greater focus on the household and men’s greater 
engagement with politics.

23%
of citizens rate corruption 
as the most important 
challenge

Iraq was ranked

157 out of 180
countries in 2021
in Transparency International’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index
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Despite being a middle-income country, many 
Iraqi citizens (especially the high proportion of 
internally displaced persons) remain vulnerable 
to poverty, food insecurity and inequalities in 
access to health and education. 

The large economic contraction in 2020 (-16 per 
cent) hit low-income households the hardest, 
and many are still struggling to recover. Further, 
only five per cent of Iraqis reported receiving any 
financial support from the Government in 2020.

Current food inflation has only exacerbated the 
vulnerability of many low-income households. In 
2021, 45 per cent of Iraqis reported running out 
of food before they had money to buy more.

Source: United Nations Iraq, 2022, Common Country Analysis 
(condensed version), and Arab Barometer, 2021, Wave VI surveys.

5 European Union, UNICEF, World Food Programme, ILO, 2021, The Government of Iraq, UNICEF, WFP, and ILO partner to reform social protection with support from the EU.
6 ILO, 2021, Social Protection Programme for Iraq: Leveraging Effective Response and Accelerating Reform.

If the Ministry of Planning, the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs and the Ministry of Trade of Iraq fully commit 
to the social protection reform as outlined in the new 
Social Protection Programme, then social protection 
could be meaningfully transformed in Iraq, to the benefit 
of millions of vulnerable Iraqis.5 Updated strategies for 
poverty reduction and social protection will be essential to 
effectively support those most in need.

A unified national registry linking the existing Public 
Distribution System (PDS), which provides food rations 
to most households in the country, and the Social Safety 
Net, a poverty-targeted conditional cash transfer which 
covers some 1.2 million Iraqi households,6 would ease the 

distribution of social assistance and increase the efficiency 
of both initiatives. Further, a unified registry would be more 
comprehensive, reducing leakages, and would allow for 
quick adjustments in response to crises.

Greater analysis of multidimensional poverty in Iraq, to 
understand its drivers and the most excluded populations, 
will improve the effectiveness of social protection 
programmes and enable more efficient targeting of 
beneficiaries. Similarly, a public expenditure review of 
government spending on social protection will ensure 
that social protection remains progressive, efficient and 
effective and will provide a foundation upon which to build 
an evidence-based social protection reform.
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