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Egyptian perceptions of social  
and economic equality: 
a glimpse of hope

1. Background
The United Nations Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia (ESCWA) conducted a survey on social 
and economic equality in 2022 of 10,000 respondents 
in ten Arab countries.1 Across the Arab region, 52 per 
cent of those polled felt that they experienced social 
and economic equality, while 47 per cent of respondents 
believed that social and economic equality would increase 
in the next five years.

Across the region, respondents believed that the top three 
policy options to improve social and economic equality 
were: (1) job opportunities for young people; (2) combatting 
corruption; and (3) increased wages for workers.

1   Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, the Sudan and Tunisia.
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Egyptians’ perceptions of social and economic equality

In Egypt, over half of those polled had hope 
in the future and believed that social and 
economic equality would improve in the 
next five years, with men more hopeful 
than women and respondents in Lower 
Egypt more hopeful than in Upper Egypt.

57%67%
Believed that social and 
economic equality would 
increase in the next five 
years

Believed that they 
experienced positive 
social and economic 
equality

Social and economic equality

Respondents with positive perception 

Respondents with negative perception 
Overall Female Male

Now Future Now Future Now Future

Source: ESCWA opinion poll on inequality

In Egypt, the majority of respondents (67 per cent) believed that they experienced positive social and economic equality. 
Regarding the future, 57 per cent of respondents believed that social and economic equality would increase in the next five 
years. Compared to the Arab region generally, Egyptians had a much more optimistic perception of their current experience of 
equality and were more optimistic about their future.

Men were more optimistic than women about both their current and future situations. Alexandria was the most positive: 
76 per cent of respondents believed they experienced positive social and economic equality and 62 per cent believed that 
equality would improve in the future. By contrast, Upper Egypt had the least positive perception of equality (60 per cent) and 
fewer respondents believed that equality would improve looking forward (52 per cent).
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The four top policies 
identified by 
Egyptians to improve 
social and economic 
equality were:

Job opportunities for 
young people Combatting corruption

Enhanced wages for 
workers

Financial support for low-
income households

2. Job opportunities 
for young people

Creating job opportunities for young people was the solution most 
recommended by Egyptian respondents to reduce inequalities. 
Although all age groups and geographies prioritized this solution, 58 
per cent of participants aged 25-30 years felt that policies should 
focus on job opportunities for young people (compared to 46 
per cent of participants aged 31-46 years). The majority of Egyptian 
respondents (70 per cent) were also optimistic that there would be 
more decent and productive jobs in the next five years. Optimism 
declined with age but was equally reflected across all geographies 
and genders. Three quarters (75 per cent) of respondents aged 18-24 
years were optimistic, compared to 67 per cent of respondents aged 
over 46 years.

15%

8%

Youth

National

Perceptions on improving social and economic equality

The optimism surrounding future job opportunities was consistent 
with overall economic optimism recorded in a 2018 Arab Barometer 
survey, which reported that two fifths of Egyptians were optimistic 
that the economy would improve in the next few years, although 
Egyptians with lower education levels and income were less 
optimistic. Egyptians’ optimism has increased in recent years: in 
2013 only 7 per cent of Egyptians believed that the Government 
could create substantial employment opportunities, whereas in 2022 
confidence in the Government’s ability to create jobs stood at 20  
per cent. Egyptians earning less were less likely to be satisfied with 
the Government’s ability to create employment opportunities.2

2 Arab Barometer, 2019, Egypt Country Report.

Unemployment in 2020:

Youth groups more likely to  
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men

67%

70%

67%

65%
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aged 15-24 years

of working 
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employed 
informally 
in 2020

older persons 
above 65 years

The top three policies to enhance employment opportunities for 
young people identified by Egyptian respondents were: financial 
support for small and micro enterprises (SMEs); private sector job 
creation; and education system reform. The following interventions 
have been identified for the top three recommended policies:

A. Financial support for SMEs
Increased funding for SMEs was the most recommended solution for 
enhancing employment opportunities, recommended by 43 per cent 
of male and female respondents alike. Respondents from rural areas 
(51 per cent from Upper Egypt and 46 per cent from the Delta region) 
prioritized SME funding above respondents from urban areas (40  
per cent from Greater Cairo and 36 per cent from Alexandria).

3 Credit Guarantee Company (CGC), 2021, CGC Programs.
Source: ILOSTAT explorer.

The SME base in Egypt is substantial: there are between 
3 million and 8 million micro enterprises in Egypt and 
67,000 small businesses, which are estimated to hold 
$4.9 billion in capital. The Egyptian Government has 
supported SME development through national policies, 
a credit guarantee fund and incubator hubs. However, 
the potential of SMEs may remain limited due to their 
informality and lack of access to capital.

In order to increase financing for SMEs there is a need to introduce 
preferential accessibility to public procurement through allocating 
a specific percentage of the public procurement budget to small 
and micro productive businesses or setting procurement quotas for 
different sectors. This can support direct public spending towards 
inclusive business and promotes inclusive growth and formalization. 
A second measure that is needed is expanding the small and micro 
credit guarantee scheme to micro enterprises and reducing interest 
costs. The Credit Guarantee Company already supports 43 per cent of 
all formal micro and small-enterprise lending in Egypt (about 147,000 
micro and small enterprises), the majority of which benefits small 
enterprises in Greater Cairo and the Delta region. At present, only 1.1 
per cent of the portfolio relates to micro enterprises, expanding credit 
to which would likely benefit the most vulnerable informal workers.3

B. Private sector job creation

Groups that are more likely to be informally employed:
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billion in capital

are estimated to hold
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A lack of 
formal private 
sector job 
opportunities 
has created 
a burgeoning 
informal sector:
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Egypt ranked

 93 out of 141
countries in 2019
in the Global  
Competitiveness Index

Creating more private sector jobs was the second most popular 
measure suggested by both male and female respondents across all 
geographies to enhance employment opportunities.

In order to increase private sector employment, Governments 
should promote employment incentives through implementing tax 
incentives for a limited period to encourage the recruitment of fresh 
graduates into their first jobs and to cover the costs of their training. 
This subsidy scheme could be conditional to keeping young workers 
for a minimum period to ensure programme effectiveness and avoid 
incurring expenses on short-term solutions. Additionally, Governments 
should strengthen and promote sectors that can create decent jobs 
for young people, including sectors such as tourism and the digital 
economy, which are part of the Egyptian second phase of economic 
reform. There is also a need to improve the business environment, 
decrease the costs associated with entering the market, and open the 
economy for more private sector engagement and to attract greater 
domestic and foreign direct investment.

C. Education system reform

Contrary to expectations, higher education does not 
always translate to greater employment in Egypt. 
Although Egyptians with advanced education levels 
will typically benefit from higher paid jobs, a lack 
of highly skilled formal employment creation and 
school-to-work support, amidst a labour market skills 
mismatch, has triggered an increase in unemployment 
with educational attainment: only 39 per cent of 
Egyptians with primary education are unemployed, 
compared to 41 per cent with secondary education, 53 
per cent with a bachelor’s degree, and 71 per cent with 
a master’s degree. An inability to take advantage of a 
highly educated population will prevent investments in 
education benefitting the national economy in terms of 
productivity, innovation and growth.

Education system reform to meet market demands was the 
joint second most popular policy recommendation by female 
respondents and third most popular by male respondents 
regarding enhancing employment opportunities. It was the top 
recommendation by younger age groups (recommended by 43 
per cent of respondents aged 18-24 years) but was prioritized 
less by older respondents (only recommended by 34 per 
cent of respondents aged over 46 years). It was also the top 
recommendation from urban areas (recommended by 44 per cent 
of respondents from Alexandria and 41 per cent from Greater 
Cairo), but less prioritized in rural areas (recommended by 36 per 
cent of respondents from Upper Egypt and 34 per cent from the 
Delta region).
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Policies that will better connect the education system to the labour market are highly recommended. Strengthening 
the linkages between technical and vocational education and training (TVET) institutions and employers will avoid a 
mismatch between labour market supply and demand and will provide relevant skills for the job market. To be successful, 
a feedback mechanism between training institutions and private sector employers is also essential. TVET Egypt already 
partially addresses this issue through offering practical skills and training to students upon graduation,4 but a formal 
comprehensive feedback mechanism between training institutions and private sector employers would ensure that young 
people benefit from relevant training. The school to work transition should be strengthened by enhancing the quality 
of education and its relevance to the job market. Sandwich schemes for young people should be introduced through 
university courses that include a one-year placement within a relevant industry. This year is typically taken between the 
second and final year of study to enable students to synchronize their acquired knowledge with the real world and to 
prepare students for the job market upon graduation. This should be part of degree requirements based on agreements 
between the ministries of education and labour. Better understanding the labour market through commissioning regular 
labour market surveys and establishing a national information system will enable policymakers to enact better targeted 
and successful policies regarding labour and education. The resulting data should feed into the education reform process 
to ensure that market needs form the basis of education.

3. Increased wages for workers
Although only 2 per cent of employed Egyptians live on below $1.90 a day, average monthly employee 
earnings stand at just 2,775 Egyptian pounds (EGP) ($176), and less for women ($148) and persons with 
disabilities ($160). A highly informal private sector (67 per cent of working Egyptians were informally 
employed in 2020) prevents growth in productivity and is associated with low wages. The vulnerability of 
low-wage informal workers is further exacerbated by a lack of social protection (contracted employment, 
minimum wage, sick leave, pensions, etc.).5

4 TVET Egypt, 2022, Technical Education and Vocational Training.
5 ILOSTAT explorer, with data from the 2020 Labour Force Sample Survey.
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Increased wages for workers was the second most popular 
policy recommendation to reduce inequalities: 44 per cent 
of respondents aged above 30 years (compared to 34 

per cent below 30 years) believed that policies should 
focus upon increasing wages.

Food and beverage prices had increased 
by May 2022

4. Financial support for 
low-income households

The COVID-19 pandemic and associated economic 
downturn affected low-income households 
(frequently working in the informal sector) the 
hardest, as they were more likely to lose any income 
generating opportunities and less able to absorb the 
shock. The war in Ukraine and the associated increase 
in food and energy prices will also hit low-income 
families the hardest, for whom food constitutes a 
greater proportion of their consumption basket. By 
May 2022, food and beverage prices had increased by 
27.9 per cent over the year.6

6 Central Bank of Egypt, June 2022, Monthly Inflation Developments.

Tax breaks or subsidies 
for the formalization 
of companies

The formalization of 
SMEs and workers should 
increase firm productivity, 
growth potential and 
access to affordable 
finance, which in turn would 
increase workers’ wages. 
However, many companies 
are reluctant to formalize 
due to the perceived costs 
involved. Subsidizing part of 
companies’ additional cost 
structures, such as social 
insurance contributions or 
allowing tax breaks, may 
encourage formalization. 

Extend health insurance 
and pensions to 
informal workers

The 2018 Universal Health 
Insurance Law aimed to 
achieve universal coverage by 
2032. This was supported by 
the 2019 Social Insurance Law 
that also targeted universal 
social protection. It is critical 
that both laws be fully and 
effectively implemented 
so that informal workers 
are better socially and 
economically included.

Extend minimum wage policies 
to the private sector

The minimum wage in Egypt for public 
sector employees was increased from 
EGP 2,400 ($152.50) to EGP 2,700 
($171.50) in January 2022. While 
readjustment in line with the rising 
cost of living is congratulated, the 
average household expenditure in 
Egypt is EGP 5,158 per month, and thus 
the average public sector employee 
likely does not earn enough to cover 
their expenditures. There is no 
minimum wage policy for the private 
sector and monitoring such would be 
challenging due to the high level of 
informality. A minimum wage policy 
would go some way to protecting the 
livelihoods of Egyptians and would 
become increasingly relevant as 
the private sector formalizes, yet 
to be effective it must be regularly 
reviewed and realigned to ensure a 
fair living standard.

2. 3.1.
Policy solutions that would support increased wages for workers include:

27.9%



8

The third most recommended policy solutions differed between men and women and by age. Financial support for low-
income households was the third most recommended policy solution by female respondents (favoured by 31 per cent of 
women, compared to 28 per cent of men) and older respondents (favoured by 35 per cent of respondents aged over 46 years, 
compared to 26 per cent of those aged 18-24 years). It was also recommended by 36 per cent of respondents from Upper 
Egypt, compared to 27 per cent from Greater Cairo and Alexandria. By contrast, the third most popular policy solution voted 
for by men was combatting corruption (favoured by 34 per cent of men, compared to 30 per cent of women). The difference in 
policy priorities reflected women’s greater focus on the household and men’s greater focus on the political climate.

Policies that expand financial support for low-income 
households include:

Continue funding social protection and  expand coverage

The Takaful and Karama Project (TKP) offers financial support to 
the most vulnerable members of society, in particular families with 
children (0-18 years), the elderly (65+ years) and persons with 
disabilities. The programme has helped households increase spending 
that can contribute to health, education and overall well-being, 
yet many households living in extreme poverty may not be being 
reached. Awareness campaigns could target hard-to-reach groups.

Link the TKP to inflation

Inflation has been steadily rising in Egypt and globally over the course 
of the last year; headline inflation reached 15.3 per cent in May 2022 
while food and beverage prices reached 27.9 per cent. Rising inflation 
typically affects the poorest households the hardest, as most of their 
income goes towards meeting their basic needs (food, energy, rent, 
etc.), compared to wealthier households who are able to save some of 
their income. A rise in basic prices limits the amount of basic goods a 
poor household can afford to buy and thus may affect their ability to 
pay for rent, transport and food.

So that beneficiaries of the TKP can continue to be meaningfully 
protected from poverty and can continue to afford to meet their 
basic needs, their benefits should be related to inflation. Many 
developed countries (e.g. the United States of America and Sweden) 
do automatically link social protection to inflation, although this can 
be a costly exercise that makes public budgeting unpredictable. There 
should be regular reviews so that social protection is periodically 
assessed against inflation and beneficiaries are protected.

Strengthen the implementation of the Social Insurance Law

The Social Insurance Law was adopted in August 2019 and consolidated 
the social security system under a single programme for public and private 
sector workers, as well as workers in the informal economy. However, this 
has not yet been implemented. In 2020, in response to COVID-19, the Prime 
Minister created an inter-ministerial committee, headed by the Ministry 
of Social Solidarity, mandated to develop a strategy to extend social 
protection to informal workers.7 It is critical that the Social Insurance Law 
be implemented and supported by a clear strategy.

7 International Labour Organization, 2022, Social Protection – Egypt.
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5. Combatting corruption
Combatting corruption was the third most popular policy recommendation by men.

Egypt was ranked 117 out of 180 countries 
in Transparency International’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index in 2021.8 Corruption harms 
development outcomes by diverting funds 
that could otherwise be put towards creating 
jobs, reducing poverty and advancing 
socioeconomic development.

8 Transparency International, 2021, Corruption Perceptions Index.
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Continue to engage young people in 
addressing corruption

Civic engagement should be increased by empowering 
young people to recognize and respond to corruption, 
so that they can be catalysts of change. Initiatives such 
as corruption education in schools and universities and 
the Model Conference of States Parties to the United 
Nations Convention against Corruption all empower 
young people and should be further promoted.

Young people, spurred on by social media, are already 
pushing for better social outcomes across businesses 
and politics and can (and do) use social media to 
boycott those that do not promote the collective good. 
The World Economic Forum’s youth network, chaired 
in Davos in 2019, called for greater accountability. A 
number of youth-led civic activist groups, such as Al 
Bawsala, which brings transparency to Government 
policies and budgets in Tunisia, are demonstrating real 
progress in the fight against corruption.

Advance e-government services

Rolling out e-government services is central 
to preventing corruption and increasing 
transparency. Additional measures could 
include simplifying government procedures, 
making public administration more 
transparent and implementing e-tendering in 
public procurements.

1. 2.

Egypt was ranked

117 out of 180
countries in 2021
in Transparency International’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index

Policies to combat corruption include:


