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Abstract 
This paper studies the social protection of refugees during a pandemic. A pandemic adds to the 
many existing challenges refugees face, creating a dangerous polycrisis. Drawing on detailed 
household-level data collected by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees just 
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, we analyse the economic impacts of granting work 
permits to Syrian and Iraqi refugees in Jordan. Based on robust matching estimation, we show 
that during the pandemic, work permits strongly improved incomes, expenditures, and food 
security, and reduced child labour and engagement in risky jobs. The strength of these work 
permit impacts is comparable to the impacts before the COVID-19 pandemic. Our findings thus 
demonstrate that granting access to formal employment is an effective tool for the social 
protection of refugees, including in times of polycrisis. Restricting access to work permits-for 
example, by raising their price-does not appear to be a convincing strategy to achieve the social 
protection of refugees facing a polycrisis. 
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1 Introduction 

Supporting the millions of people forcibly displaced by violent conflict is a top priority for policies 
and programming in fragile settings. For example, the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 and 
its resulting Agenda for Humanity (UN 2016), and the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees’ (UNHCR) Global Compact on Refugees signed by the United Nations General 
Assembly in 2018 (UN 2018), focused on the need to adopt new policy approaches that address 
displacement needs and foster durable solutions. More specifically, the socio-economic inclusion 
of refugees has become a critical agenda in humanitarian and development policy. Yet, there is 
little understanding regarding the social protection of refugees during crises that add to the 
challenges stemming from forced displacement and from exposure to the adverse conditions that 
forcibly displaced them. 

We study the social protection of refugees during a global health crisis. Specifically, we analyse the 
impacts of granting work permits to Syrian refugees in Jordan during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The right to work represents a significant point of contention between refugee rights and the 
policies of host governments. Although this right was officially acknowledged in the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, host countries’ regulations vary, from outright denial of the right to work to imposing 
different levels of restrictions on eligibility (Betts and Sterck 2022; Wahby and Assaad 2024; Zetter 
and Ruaudel 2018). Generally, greater economic inclusion benefits not only refugees but also host 
populations and their countries (Betts et al. 2017; Clemens et al. 2018; Dempster et al. 2020). 
Particularly during crises, host countries tend to prioritize their own citizens and are reluctant to 
grant the same economic rights to migrants or refugees. 

We study two research questions. What were the welfare impacts of work permits among refugees 
in Jordan during the COVID-19 pandemic? Were the welfare impacts of work permits during the 
pandemic stronger, weaker, or the same compared with the pre-pandemic period? 

Drawing on detailed UNHCR Home Visit (HV) household survey data collected just before and 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, we leverage a large sample size (N=148,870) and use robust 
greedy one-to-one matching to estimate the impacts of work permits on a series of welfare 
outcomes, including household income, expenditures, food security, child labour, and risky jobs. 
The data structure thus allows us not only to estimate work permit impacts during the pandemic 
but also to contrast these impacts with those just before its onset. 

Our findings show that work permits are an effective tool to improve refugee welfare during a 
pandemic. Issuing work permits to Syrian refugees in Jordan during the COVID-19 pandemic 
significantly enhanced their economic well-being and reduced their need to rely on harmful 
strategies such as child labour and risky jobs. The magnitude of these benefits was comparable to 
those during the pre-pandemic period, thus showing that the effectiveness of work permits for 
social protection suggested by prior work (Peitz et al. 2023) also obtains during a pandemic. 

Our paper contributes to the nascent literature on polycrises facing refugees. Refugees are often 
exposed to trauma before and during displacement, and they often face an inherently different set 
of constraints to economic participation compared with host populations (Betts et al. 2017, 2024). 
Challenges faced by forcibly displaced people include the loss of assets and separation from family 
members, a lack of relevant skills for the host labour market, the physical and mental health 
impacts of forced displacement, legal barriers, limited social networks, discrimination, and the high 
likelihood of labour market oversupply at their destination (Schuettler and Caron 2020; Stojetz 
and Brück 2024; Verme and Schuettler 2021). These challenges may have compounding impacts 
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(Stojetz and Brück 2023). Refugees’ economic outcomes and behaviours in a situation of global 
health crisis that adds to existing challenges are not well understood; nor is it well understood how 
to intervene effectively in such a situation. We provide micro-level evidence on the economic well-
being and behaviours of refugees in a polycrisis and how to support them. 

In addition, our paper contributes to the literature on labour market interventions for social 
protection in fragile settings. In these settings, formal employment is widely regarded as a main 
driver for creating sustainable livelihoods and stability, and as a way to unlock refugees’ economic 
potential and foster self-reliance (Brück et al. 2021; MacPherson and Sterck 2021). Benefits extend 
beyond refugee populations, contributing to the host country’s economic growth through 
increased consumer demand, spending, and tax revenues (Betts et al. 2017; Clemens et al. 2018; 
Zetter and Ruaudel 2018). Despite this promise, quantitative evidence on the direct welfare 
impacts of work permits for refugees remains scarce, especially during crisis situations. Analysing 
UNHCR data collected between 2017 and 2019 from about 75,000 Syrian and Iraqi refugees in 
Jordan, Peitz et al. (2023) demonstrate that work permits can causally improve income levels and 
food security and reduce child labour. Our paper applies a similar analysis to a period of global 
health crisis, examining the effect of work permits on Syrian refugees during the COVID-19 
pandemic. We thus test the effectiveness of enabling access to formal employment for improving 
welfare outcomes among refugees during a pandemic. 

Third, we also contribute to the specific literature on the COVID-19 pandemic. Much research 
about the impact of job interventions during COVID-19 for refugees or internally displaced people 
focuses on high-income countries, for example Austria and Sweden (Bešić et al. 2021), Australia 
(Cooney-O’Donoghue et al. 2022), and Germany (Falkenhain et al. 2020). Yet, refugees in low- 
and middle-income countries were particularly vulnerable to the COVID-19 pandemic, for 
example because they were more likely to work in the sectors most heavily affected (Dempster et 
al. 2020). A few studies have examined impacts of the pandemic on refugees in Jordan. Based on 
semi-structured interviews, it has been shown that refugees in Jordan largely worked in low-skilled 
jobs with poor conditions (Acu 2023a), while structural gender imbalances rendered Syrian women 
more vulnerable than their male counterparts (Acu 2023b). Jones et al. (2022), using survey data 
and interviews with refugees and non-refugees, report that 19% of adolescents showed moderate 
to severe depression. In terms of employment, Wahby and Assaad (2024) find that Syrian refugees 
living in camps were particularly disadvantaged compared with their Jordanian hosts during the 
pandemic. Our paper adds to these studies by studying welfare outcomes and support policies for 
a vulnerable population (refugees in Jordan) during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the study 
context of refugees in Jordan during the COVID-19 pandemic. Section 3 outlines the empirical 
methodology, describing the data, identification strategy, and econometric specifications. Section 
4 presents and discusses our findings. Section 5 concludes. 
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2 Contextual background 

As the second largest per capita refugee host in the world (UNHCR 2021), Jordan is home to a 
significant number of Syrian refugees. Yet, Jordan is not a signatory of the 1951 Refugee 
Convention and lacks any specific refugee legislation (Zetter and Ruaudel 2018). Consequently, 
Syrian refugees in Jordan face considerable barriers to accessing stable employment, as there is no 
clear policy concerning their right to work. To enter formal employment, a work permit is required, 
which is contingent upon demonstrating that the job requires experience or skills that are either 
unavailable or insufficiently available among Jordanians. Thus, Syrian refugees are predominantly 
employed in certain sectors that commonly employ migrant workers, including construction, 
agriculture, manufacturing, and various low-skilled services (Gordon 2019; ILO 2015; Wahby and 
Assaad 2024). 

In response to international pressure, Jordan became a pioneer in the Arab region in 2016 and 
began easing restrictions on Syrian refugees’ access to legal employment and education, as agreed 
upon in the Jordan Compact (Wahby and Assaad 2024). This was the ‘first example of such an 
experiment on a considerable scale’ (Barbelet et al. 2018: 6), providing a model for other host 
countries such as Ethiopia, Türkiye, and Lebanon (Barbelet et al. 2018). By 2019, work permits 
were introduced as a tool to formalize refugee employment (Zetter and Ruaudel 2018). Although 
the Compact successfully brought Syrian refugees into formal employment and education, 
challenges regarding self-employment and female labour market participation remain (Barbelet et 
al. 2018). Even before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Syrian refugees were mainly 
employed in a growing informal economy marked by low and decreasing wages, long working 
hours, and poor working conditions (ILO 2017; Istaiteyeh 2020). Thus, obtaining work permits 
often appears to formalize the worker’s status rather than the nature of their work per se (Gordon 
2019). In 2016, non-Jordanians accounted for 31% of the workforce, with Syrians making up just 
one fifth of this group. The same year, 77% of non-Jordanians were employed in informal jobs, 
compared with only 32% of Jordanians (Assaad and Salemi 2019). The onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic raised questions about whether these measures would remain effective in improving 
refugee welfare under drastically different socio-economic conditions. 

The rapid implementation of strict COVID-19 containment measures disrupted aid efforts, 
jeopardized livelihoods, and overlooked the needs of both refugees and vulnerable Jordanians 
(Dhingra 2020). Informal employment and poor working conditions experienced by Syrian 
refugees worsened further as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Acu 2023a; ILO and Fafo 
2020a). In response to the growing food security challenges, the World Food Programme in Jordan 
took proactive measures to maintain ongoing assistance and to shield the most vulnerable from 
the effects of COVID-19 (Istaiteyeh 2020). Additionally, a large share of individuals lost their work 
during COVID-19, leading to a considerable decrease in household income (ILO and Fafo 2020a, 
2020b). In general, a decline in livelihood standards due to COVID-19 was experienced among all 
Jordanians, while the impact was especially severe for Syrian refugees and vulnerable Jordanians 
(Istaiteyeh 2020). While 13% of Jordanian youth experienced job separation in 2020 (compared 
with 5% in 2016), over 31% of Syrian youth faced job separation in 2020 (compared with just 2% 
in 2016, see Assaad et al. 2021: 76). Furthermore, formal jobs continued to appear out of reach 
for young Syrian men, with 92% of those employed working in informal wage positions (Istaiteyeh 
2020). 

Although the Jordan Compact is sometimes viewed critically for prioritizing based on nationality 
(Almasri 2021), keeping refugees in low-skilled sectors, and limiting their access to self-
employment, which has a gendered impact as women tend to stay and work at home, it provides 
an innovative way to realize refugees’ right to work (Gray Meral 2020). Lenner and Turner (2018) 
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even argue that the Jordan Compact should be regarded as a policy model that has gained sufficient 
consensus to be considered a ‘policy success’. 

In addition to the Jordan Compact, the Jordan Response Plan established in 2014–15 is the only 
government-led refugee response plan that works in tandem with the international community to 
address the needs of refugees and host communities. The plan for the years 2020–22 was 
announced right after the threat of COVID-19 became known (Istaiteyeh 2020). This period 
experienced a notable decline in funding for the Syrian crisis. This cut in funding was viewed as 
an incentive to the Jordanian government to develop more sustainable refugee relief solutions, for 
example by awarding more work permits to Syrians and investing in their human capital (Istaiteyeh 
2020). 

3 Methodology  

3.1 Data 

Our empirical analysis draws on a rich proprietary data set collected through interviews conducted 
by the UNHCR and its partner organizations during HV surveys of refugee households living 
outside refugee camps in Jordan.1 This data collection effort has been ongoing since 2012, when 
the first wave (HV1) was collected. The HV surveys contain over 100 variables, although the exact 
number differs across waves. It typically includes detailed information on housing, food security, 
health, employment, income, expenditure, and sociodemographic characteristics. 

We use a subset of the full data set in this analysis, focusing on waves HV9 to HV10. These waves 
contain data on work permit possession and use standardized answer codes and wording of key 
questions across the two waves. The HV9 data was collected just before the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, between November 2019 and March 2020, and the HV10 data was 
collected between January and December 2021. Using these two waves of data allows us to 
compare the effects of work permits before and after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The unit of analysis is the ‘case’, a term used by the UNHCR during registration, which refers to 
a single person (individual refugee) or groups such as families that are assessed and handled as 
single entities for administrative and practical purposes. This unit of analysis is chosen because 
most of the dependent variables are reported at the household level. Any individual-level variables, 
such as possession of a work permit or household members’ sociodemographics, have been 
aggregated to the household level. 

The HV surveys are primarily used to assess refugees’ eligibility for cash assistance based on 
poverty and protection needs. Households are selected for the survey based on three criteria: (i) 
all newly registered cases (since 2013); (ii) cases due for reassessment based on a rolling monthly 
list; (iii) cases requesting a visit due to urgent needs (Verme et al. 2016). Given that nearly all 
refugees have applied for assistance at some point, the HV data set represents a near-census of all 
registered refugees in Jordan (UNHCR 2014). 

Formal labour market integration, the treatment of interest in this analysis, is operationalized as 
work permit possession, which is only available for households with individuals of working age. 

 

1 Our methodology draws extensively on our own prior work. Specifically, we use the same identification strategy and 

estimation techniques as Peitz et al. (2023). 
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This variable is coded as a binary indicator, showing whether at least one household member holds 
a valid work permit. Due to data limitations, we cannot determine if an individual’s job 
corresponds to that authorized by their work permit or provide detailed information on job type 
or quality over time.    

Given that the potential socio-economic effects of refugee labour formalization are 
multidimensional, several outcome variables are used. Specifically, we look at monthly income 
from work, monthly household expenditure, living below the poverty line, food security, 
protection needs, and use of child labour.2 

3.2 Identification strategy 

We are interested in assessing the relationship between having a work permit and multiple key 
socio-economic outcome variables. To do so, we rely on observational data in which the 
assignment of the work permit is not random. Those who apply for work permits might be more 
motivated to improve their own situation than those who do not, for example. This motivation 
would determine not just possession of a work permit but also—with or without the permit—that 
case’s outcomes. To minimize the bias of uncorrected estimates of labour market integration 
effects on refugee welfare, we consider potential imbalances between households in the treatment 
and control groups. Given the size and structure of our data, we can rely on propensity score 
matching (PSM, Rosenbaum and Rubin 1983). This allows us to compare the outcomes of a 
treatment group with a randomly selected control group who are statistically identical across a 
range of key observable confounders. Given the large control group available in the data and the 
potential of multiple matches for each individual household, we argue such an approach is valid in 
this setting. The approach taken has the strength to control for considerable observable biases, 
especially when considering the substantial improvements in covariate balance. Carefully designing 
this observational study using PSM to approximate a randomized experiment allows us to mitigate 
the effects of bias in the analysis (Rubin 2008).  

The propensity of being treated (i.e. having a work permit) is estimated via a logit regression model 
including several observable covariates that are expected to affect the likelihood of having a work 
permit but are not affected by its possession. We restrict the selection of covariates to key variables 
that are relevant to treatment assignment but also are strictly pre-treatment and thus not potentially 
an outcome of work permit possession (Rubin 2008). For this reason, we exclude employment 
from the propensity score estimation but control for it in some specifications when estimating the 
effects of work permit possession. This reflects that some indicators can be outcomes of the 
treatment, and matching on such outcomes would thus in effect partial out at least some potential 
impact of the programme. Where possible, we still control for such variables in some specifications 
of our analysis to ensure robustness of our findings. 

 

2 Income from work is based on the survey question on monthly household-level proceeds from work. This can be 

zero for households with no working members. Absolute poverty is defined as having monthly per capita expenditures 
of less than JOD68 (UNHCR 2014). Food security is a binary variable based on the question: ‘In the past 30 days, has 
your family applied any of the below strategies to meet food and basic needs? Bought food on credit or borrowed 
money to purchase food from non-relatives/friends?’ Protection needs is a binary variable based on the question: ‘Do 
you have specific legal and physical protection needs?’ Use of child labour is a binary variable based on the question: 
‘In the past 30 days, has your family applied any of the below strategies to meet food and basic needs?’, with the 
subquestion: ‘Send children (under the age of 16) to work in order to provide resources?’ The models on child labour 
are based on a subset of the data consisting only of households where the age of household members is known and 
which have school-aged children (between five and 17 years). 
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Propensity scores are estimated using: the number of people in a household and its square; a 
dummy on whether the case is female-headed (given considerable gender gaps in the formal labour 
market participation of Syrian female refugees, see Stave et al. 2021); duration of stay in Jordan (as 
a longer stay potentially increases social networks and knowledge regarding labour market 
participation); type of entry into Jordan (illegal or legal, as those who have crossed illegally might 
fear sanctions when applying for a permit); ownership of a Ministry of Interior (MOI) card (which 
is required to get a work permit, see Stave et al. 2021); share of household members with chronic 
illness, and whether there is a single caregiver in the household (as these might face particular 
difficulties in entering formal labour); whether the work experience of the household head in Syria 
is in a professional sector (given that professional occupations are closed to Syrian refugees, 
formalizing labour might be unattractive for professional-level workers, see Amjad et al. 2017); the 
governorate of origin in Syria and the Jordanian governorate of residence (these two to account 
for structural differences in regions); year of interview (to capture temporal dynamics).3 In our 
main specifications, we use one-to-one nearest neighbour matching (NNM). 

In Figure 1a, we show the distribution of the propensity score including the region of common 
support before and after matching. The distribution of the propensity score between the treatment 
and control after adjustment is close to identical, which supports the validity of using the one-to-
one NNM approach for our data and design (Rosenbaum and Rubin 1983). As shown in Figure 
1b, the standardized mean differences (calculated as treatment-control) after matching are well 
below the usual threshold of 0.1 for all covariates. This indicates that we are able to achieve a 
strong level of balance in the matched data. 

 

3 We include household size as larger households are more likely to have at least one work permit than smaller 

households for almost any distribution. At the same time, after a certain point larger household size might also indicate 
the presence of more dependants (e.g., children or individuals beyond working age), which potentially decreases the 
likelihood of work permit possession. MOI cards have been issued to Syrian refugees in Jordan since 2015. They 
entitle holders to access to free district-based public services, such as health and education, and free movement 
throughout Jordan. MOI cards are in principle issued to every Syrian refugee registering with Jordan authorities. Some 
refugee groups may be ineligible to receive the MOI card, but regulations around eligibility have changed over the 
years. For example, having left a refugee camp without official authorization, or having entered Jordan illegally or with 
illegal documentation, previously excluded refugees from receiving an MOI card before the respective regulation was 
changed (NRC and IHRC 2016). In the survey, the only questions related to education are on current school 
attendance. Given that there is no survey question about individuals’ levels of education, it is not possible to include 
level of education in the analysis. 
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Figure 1: PSM 

(a) Distribution of propensity score 

 

(b) Covariate balance before and after matching 

 

Source: authors’ illustration. 

3.3 Econometric specification 

Having successfully balanced the household-level data set on key observable covariates, we 
conduct linear regression analyses of the following form: 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑥𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑧𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖 (1) 

where 𝑥 is the treatment variable (possession of a work permit), 𝑦 is the outcome of interest, z is 

a vector of household-level control variables, and 𝜖 is the error term. Our coefficient of interest is 

𝛽1, which estimates the causal impacts of having a work permit on each of our outcomes. The 
household-level control variables used in these regression models are: a dummy variable on 
whether a household is female-led; the share of household members with chronic illness; 
household size (single and squared term). These variables are likely to impact on all dependent 
variables analysed in this paper (see e.g., Stave et al. 2021). Additional control variables include the 

duration of stay in Jordan⎯which, as a measure of integration, might impact the dependent 

variables⎯and whether an MOI card is available. The Jordanian governorate and the survey year 
are included as control variables to account for potential structural factors. This list overlaps 
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substantially but not perfectly with the list of matching variables. As previously discussed, we do 
not match on variables—such as employment status—that could be outcomes of the programme; 
however, such indicators should clearly influence our outcomes of interest, and they are thus 
included as controls in some of our specifications. 

4 Results 

4.1 Descriptive results 

In 2021, 6.7% of Syrian refugees in Jordan had a work permit (Table 1). This fairly low share 
reflects both the restrictive set of sectors in which work permits were offered and the associated 
set of intrahousehold decisions made by each case.4 Poverty was highly prevalent, with 50% of 
households falling below the absolute poverty line. Accordingly, more than one in two households 
(53%) had to purchase food on credit, and about 2% of households were forced to rely on child 
labour to support their livelihoods. 

Table 1: Summary statistics before and during the pandemic 

 

Source: authors’ calculations. 

If we compare mean outcomes from prior to the COVID-19 pandemic with the time during the 
pandemic, the share of households with a work permit was lower during the pandemic, but only 
slightly (6.7% versus 8.2%). Poverty levels were relatively similar, with 51% falling below the 
poverty line before the pandemic’s onset. Notably, the share of households that had to rely on 
credit for food was about ten percentage points lower before the pandemic (43%), reflecting some 
of the additional challenges created by the pandemic. Child labour incidence was slightly higher 
before the pandemic (3%), which may reflect higher informal labour demand before the 
pandemic’s onset. 

 

4 This implies that some households simply saw no gains from selecting to have a work permit. For example, any 

household not working in one of the supported sectors would probably not benefit from holding a permit. Beyond a 
fairly high cap of 200,000 permits (which was not reached until after the final round of the data we analyse was 
collected), sector was the only main restriction placed on work permits. From this we can broadly deduce that all 
households that wanted a work permit had access to them in our data set. The low uptake therefore appears to be a 
demand-side phenomenon. 
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Employment share and income through work remained relatively stable (17.6% during versus 
17.3% before the pandemic), already indicating that work permits may have maintained a 
stabilizing effect on refugee employment and income during the pandemic. Average earned income 
during the pandemic was not statistically different from before the pandemic (about JOD91), while 
income from remittances slightly increased (JOD7 versus JOD6), and the (small) income from 
donations slightly decreased (JOD1.2 versus JOD0.8). 

Not all refugees were equally likely to obtain a work permit, as had been the case before the 
pandemic (Peitz et al. 2023), thus warranting matching to statistically correct for systematic 
differences in background between work permit holders and non-holders. Overall, the predictive 
power of most analysed characteristics was broadly similar before and during the pandemic (Figure 
2). The patterns for two predictive factors are worth noting. While female-headed households were 
much less likely than male-headed households to hold a work permit before the pandemic, this 
was still the case during the pandemic but to a weaker degree. In other words, the gender gap 
regarding holding a work permit became slightly smaller. At the same time, having an MOI card 
was even more strongly associated with having a work permit than before the pandemic. 

Figure 2: Household characteristics and having a work permit 

 

Source: authors’ illustration. 

4.2 Economic impacts of work permits during the pandemic 

Having a work permit during the pandemic had strongly positive impacts on refugees’ economic 
well-being. First, it substantially improved refugees’ financial situation, increasing total income, 
earnings, and expenditures, while reducing remittance income (Figure 3a). Moreover, work permits 
reduced poverty and the needs to rely on buying food on credit and to take risky jobs, and 
households with work permits were less likely to resort to child labour (Figure 3b). The benefits 
of work permits for food security are particularly noteworthy, as food insecurity significantly 
increased with the onset of the pandemic (Table 1). 
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Figure 3: Impact of work permits during COVID-19 

(a) Financial effects (b) Effects on poverty and harmful coping indicators  

  

 

Note: control variables included are year, duration of stay, female-headed household, household size, household size squared, share of employed household members, having 
an MOI card, and Jordanian governorate. 

Source: authors’ illustration.
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4.3 Comparisons before and during the pandemic 

 

Figure 4: Coefficients comparison: financial stability 

(a) Total income  (b) Earnings (c) Expenditures 

 
  

Note: control variables included are year, duration of stay, female-headed household, household size, household size squared, share of employed household members, having 
an MOI card, and Jordanian governorate. 

Source: authors’ illustration. 
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Figure 5: Coefficients comparison: poverty indicators 

(a) Absolute poverty (b) Food on credit (c) Child labour 

 

  

Note: control variables included are year, duration of stay, female-headed household, household size, household size squared, share of employed household members, having 
an MOI card, and Jordanian governorate. 

Source: authors’ illustration.
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The economic impacts of work permits on refugees during the pandemic were similar in strength 
to before the pandemic. First, before as well as during the pandemic, work permits strongly 
increased total and earned income (Figure 4a, 4b). The difference in the strength of these effects 
was very small and not statistically significant. Work permits also strongly increased expenditures 
both before and during the pandemic, with the effect being significantly stronger during the 
pandemic (Figure 4c). This difference may suggest that work permits during the pandemic 
provided similar income benefits to before the pandemic, but households needed to spend more 
of their disposable income during the pandemic to cope with the additional challenges it entailed. 

Moreover, holding a work permit reduced poverty, food insecurity, and harmful coping risks to a 
similar degree before and during pandemic. In both periods, work permit holders were significantly 
less likely to fall below the poverty line (Figure 5a), to have to rely on credit for food (Figure 5b), 
or to resort to child labour (Figure 5c). That work permits effectively reduced the need to rely on 
food for credit is particularly noteworthy, as these needs strongly increased with the pandemic’s 
onset; work permits were therefore a powerful tool to mitigate these risks associated with that 
increase. 

Holding a work permit substantially reduced the likelihood of accepting risky or degrading jobs 
before and during the pandemic (Figure 6). The effect was even stronger before the pandemic, but 
the results demonstrate that even during the pandemic, work permits were a powerful tool for 
protecting households from having to take ‘bad’ jobs. 

Figure 6: Coefficients comparison: risky jobs 

 

Note: control variables included are year, duration of stay, female-headed household, household size, household 
size squared, share of employed household members, having an MOI card, and Jordanian governorate. 

Source: authors’ illustration. 
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5 Conclusion 

Previous research has documented that work permits are a powerful tool for strengthening welfare 
among refugees. Based on evidence from Jordan, our paper demonstrates that work permits are 
also effective for supporting refugees when a public health emergency adds to the existing 
challenges facing them. 

In Jordan, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased food insecurity among Syrian and Iraqi 
refugees, where the share of households that had to rely on food on credit increased from 43% 
before the pandemic to 53% during the pandemic. Granting work permits to refugees in Jordan 
during the COVID-19 pandemic protected their economic well-being and reduced the need to 
rely on harmful coping strategies such as risky jobs or child labour. The strength of the impacts of 
the work permit during the COVID-19 pandemic is comparable to before the pandemic. 

Notably, with the end of the Jordan Compact, affordable access to work permits, and consequently 
to the formal labour market in Jordan, has now ended. In July 2024, the cost of a year-long permit 
massively increased from the previous JOD10 (about US$14) to reportedly up to JOD500 (about 
US$700), along with significantly higher monthly social insurance contributions (Fawaz et al. 
2024). This new approach, which has gained prominence on the international agenda, has been 
introduced in Jordan as an innovative strategy to expand employment opportunities while 
maintaining international labour standards, but it appears to strongly deter demand by refugees. 

Considering our findings, we posit that this policy change may effectively eliminate an important 
means of social protection for refugees in Jordan, who continue to grapple with the medium-term 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and the other serious challenges they face. 
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