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Abstract

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the livelihoods of working men and women world-

wide. The pandemic exacerbated already existing inequities, especially in sectors where

women predominate, such as the healthcare, education, and hospitality sectors. Women in

the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, a world outlier for low female labor force

participation despite high female education levels, may have been disproportionately

impacted by the pandemic. Understanding the impact of COVID-19 on women’s livelihoods

and health is critical to support and retain women in the labor force during external health

shocks. However, until now there has been relatively little research on this topic in MENA.

Therefore, this scoping review aims to determine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on

the health and wellbeing of women workers in low-and-middle-income countries in the

MENA region.

Methods

The outcome of interest is COVID-19 related occupational health (COVID-19 infection

related to workplace exposures and pandemic-related occupational stressors) and the

impact on mental and physical health among women workers in LMIC in MENA. Academic

databases, including APA PsycINFO, Arab World Research Source: Al-Masdar, Global

Health, MEDLINE, Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection will be searched. The study

selection process will involve two independent reviewers and data extraction will involve

summarizing key information from the included studies using a predefined charting table.

The evidence will be analyzed descriptively, providing a comprehensive overview of the

identified themes and patterns.

Discussion

It is anticipated that this review will facilitate a deeper understanding of the impact of the

COVID-19 pandemic on working women in the MENA region. The findings may inform data-
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driven policies and targeted interventions that not only attract and retain women in the work-

force but also enhance their health and well-being.

Introduction

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is a global outlier for low female labor

force participation despite high levels of women education, a phenomenon known as the

"MENA paradox" [1]. In 2022, women accounted for 19.8% of the labor force in the MENA

region, compared with 39.5% globally [2]. This paradox has been explored largely by focusing

on restrictive gender norms, the undervaluation of women’s work particularly in relation to

women’s reproductive roles, and longstanding lack of investment in early childhood develop-

ment services, all of which impede the economic participation and advancement of women,

who are typically the primary caregivers [1, 3, 4]. Notably, women constitute a sizable share of

the healthcare and education sectors in the MENA region, with 38.3% of employment being

female in the health and social sectors [5]. This is significantly higher compared to the 15.6%

share of female employment across all sectors [5]. This substantial representation highlights

the critical impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on these sectors, which have been dispropor-

tionately affected [5, 6].

The MENA region is additionally characterized by conservative social norms and patriar-

chal hegemonic structures which shape women’s societal roles [1]. Protracted conflicts impact-

ing multiple low-and-middle-income countries (LMICs) in the region have resulted in the

largest numbers of forcibly displaced individuals globally, introducing added layers of com-

plexity to the socioeconomic landscape [7–9]. The backdrop of violence and instability impacts

women’s economic prospects, rights, and ability to access justice systems [7–9].

Women workers globally face gendered pay gaps and challenges reconciling caregiving

responsibilities with professional obligations [10–12]. These limitations affect women’s

employment experiences, with consequences on their overall health and well-being [3, 13–15].

The impact of workplace stressors, hazards, and exposures on women’s health are underre-

ported and poorly characterized [16–18]. Examining gendered occupational health outcomes

is critical to identify potential unmet health needs of female workers, improve their health, and

support their retention in the workplace.

Regional evidence from MENA suggests additional barriers to employment beyond gender

gaps in payment. Research from Jordan, for example, indicates that higher wages may induce

participation, but that mixed-sex workplaces remain an important deterrent [19], while

employer surveys from Egypt report explicit employer discrimination [20].

The COVID-19 pandemic added to these pre-existing disparities [21]. A large proportion

of healthcare workers, the majority being women, faced a heightened risk of COVID-19 expo-

sure and mental health challenges due to their patient-care duties in stressful working condi-

tions [22, 23]. In Wuhan, China, for example, women healthcare professionals were more

likely to develop depression during the pandemic than their male counterparts [24]. Similarly,

in Turkey and India female healthcare personnel experienced higher levels of COVID-

19-related stress than men [25, 26]. Women working in sectors like education also encoun-

tered distinct challenges [27, 28]. With school closures and the shift to remote learning associ-

ated with ‘lockdowns’, female educators had to swiftly adapt to address the "double burden" of

caregiving and teaching, with detrimental mental health effects [29–32].
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In this review, the focus is on COVID-19 related occupational health outcomes and its

impact on the mental and physical health among women workers, an overrepresented heterog-

enous population in the health, education, and early childhood development (ECD) sectors,

across LMICs in the MENA region. Women entering the workforce in LMICs in MENA are

hindered due to the stereotypical and cultural roles ascribed to them and fewer socioeconomic

protections, and the latter are also impacted by the ongoing political conflicts in the region

[1, 7–9]. This review is being conducted as part of a larger project on women’s health and eco-

nomic participation in MENA that includes both primary and secondary data collection

analysis.

Objectives

The aim of this scoping review protocol is to explore the literature on how the COVID-19 pan-

demic affected working women’s health and wellbeing across LMICs in the MENA region

from January 2020 to August 2024. The review will address the following specific objectives:

1. Primary Objective: To map the range of mental and physical health outcomes experienced

by women workers during the COVID-19 pandemic, providing a comprehensive overview

of its impact on their health and overall well-being.

2. Secondary Objectives:

• To evaluate the nature and quality of the evidence concerning the impact of COVID-19 on

women workers, including study designs (e.g., cross-sectional, longitudinal, trials).

• To evaluate the representation and experiences of diverse populations of women workers,

including migrant workers and refugees.

• To inform the development of research methodologies for a broader project on women’s

health and economic participation in MENA by elucidating the distinct health challenges

faced by women workers during the pandemic.

• To identify gaps in the current evidence base and highlight areas requiring further

research.

Methods

A scoping review will be undertaken to compile hits from numerous sources, from several

peer-reviewed databases. This scoping review protocol was developed in consultation with an

information specialist with expertise in library science. The review will adhere to the Preferred

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews

(PRISMA-ScR) [33], PRISMA guidelines for protocols (PRISMA-P) [34], and the updated

methodological guidance for the conduct of scoping reviews [35]. The review will consider all

peer-reviewed publications which include primary data and assess the impact of COVID-19

on health outcomes among women workers and their wellbeing in English, Arabic and French.

All study types, including case-control, retrospective and prospective cohort, cross-sectional,

qualitative, mixed-methods, and interventional studies will be included.

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion criteria

The scoping review will focus on literature in peer-reviewed journals. The review will consider

studies conducted in all 14 MENA countries which meet World Bank criteria as low- or
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middle-income, being Algeria, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Pales-

tine, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen. The review will encompass women workers

across diverse sectors, including health, education, and ECD. Workers in both the public and

private sectors will be included. Both pregnant and non-pregnant women workers will be con-

sidered, including formal and informal workers across different occupational strata to under-

stand differences in types of exposures and of health outcomes. The outcome of interest being

COVID-19 related occupational health is broadly defined to include COVID-19 infection

related to workplace exposures, as well as pandemic-related occupational stressors. Studies

conducted among populations within the countries of interest on the basis of ethnicity, reli-

gion, or country of origin will not be excluded, as the review aims to examine experiences of

diverse populations of women workers, including migrant workers and refugees. Studies con-

ducted in English, French, and Arabic will be included to enhance the diversity and inclusivity

of the literature examined.

Exclusion criteria

Studies which do not meet inclusion criteria, including those conducted within high-income

MENA and non-MENA countries, will be excluded. Studies which do not report primary data,

including systematic reviews, meta-analyses, book chapters, and commentaries will be

excluded. Finally, as this review is restricted to the peer-reviewed literature, grey literature and

conference abstracts will be excluded.

Information sources and search strategy

The search will encompass all peer-reviewed articles published between January 2020 to

August 2024. Six databases (MEDLINE (OVID), Arab World Research Source: Al-Masdar,

APA PsycINFO (EBSCO), Global Health (CAB), Scopus, Web of Science Core Collection) will

be used for this review. Refer to S1 Appendix for the MEDLINE search strategy. The search

strategies will be developed in collaboration with a librarian to ensure thorough and effective

retrieval of relevant literature.

Data management

Studies retrieved from the search will be imported into Covidence software for de-duplication

and screening.

Selection process

Reviewers will independently assess each title and abstract in duplicates to determine its rele-

vance to the review question and inclusion criteria. The review process will be visually pre-

sented in a flowchart, adhering to the PRISMA-ScR statement. The protocol will include

separate appendices to provide details of included sources and a brief mention of the excluded

sources. For excluded sources, the reasons for exclusion will be clearly stated, ensuring trans-

parency and reproducibility in the review process.

Before commencing the actual source selection process across the entire team, a pilot test-

ing phase will be conducted to ensure consistency and clarity in applying the eligibility criteria

and then the team will meet to discuss any discrepancies or uncertainties that arise during the

pilot testing. Based on the discussions and feedback, modifications to the eligibility criteria

and definitions/elaboration document will be made to ensure clarity and consistency. The

team will only begin the full source selection process when a consensus agreement of 95% or

greater is achieved among the reviewers during the pilot testing. The selection process will
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occur in two stages: title and abstract examination, followed by full-text examination. Review-

ers will begin by screening the titles and abstracts of all identified records from the search in

duplicates using the pre-defined inclusion criteria. After the initial title and abstract screening,

reviewers will obtain the full-text articles of the potentially relevant records. The reviewers will

then independently examine the full-text articles in duplicates to assess their eligibility for

inclusion in the scoping review. In cases where there are disagreements between the reviewers

regarding the inclusion of a particular study, the reviewers will attempt to reach a consensus

through discussion and mutual agreement. If a consensus cannot be reached, a third reviewer

will be involved to make the final decision on the inclusion or exclusion of the study.

Data collection and extraction process

A draft charting table (S2 Appendix) will be developed at the protocol stage to record key

information from each source. The charting table will include the following categories: identi-

fying information (study citation), study design and methodology, aim of the study, partici-

pant characteristics, study outcomes/results, interventions of interest, quality assessment,

conclusions, and implications. Data charting will be done by two members of the review team.

Pilot testing of the charting table on a few selected sources will also take place at this stage.

Before starting the full source selection process, the review team will ensure that 95% or greater

agreement is achieved during the pilot testing phase to ensure that the charting process is

aligned among the reviewers and that the table accurately captures all relevant information.

The charting table will be updated continually as additional data are charted, ensuring com-

prehensive coverage of relevant information from each source. Reviewers will be open to

extracting any relevant data that aligns with the scoping review questions, even if not initially

included in the charting table. The data will be presented in tables and charts representing the

prevalence of specific health outcomes among different groups of women workers in each

country, and others summarizing key findings related to each health outcome. In addition to

diagrammatic or tabular representations, the results will also be presented in a descriptive

format.

Data analysis

Data analysis will involve descriptive mapping of the extracted results from the included

sources. The focus will be on providing a summary of the key concepts, populations, character-

istics, and outcomes related to women workers’ health and wellbeing during the COVID-19

pandemic.

Ethical considerations

As this review involves a synthesis and presentation of available resources, it does not require

ethics approval. Results will be published in a peer-reviewed journal, developed into easily dis-

seminated infographics and shared at international conferences.

Status and timeline of the study

A search strategy was developed for MEDLINE in consultation with an information specialist.

It is anticipated that implementing the search on MEDLINE along with other databases, fol-

lowed by title and abstract- and full-text-screening, and data extraction will happen within

three months. Data analysis and writing will be conducted concurrently.
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Discussion

There is currently little to no data available on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on

women workers’ health and wellbeing in the MENA region, particularly within LMICs. This

gap is evident in the available scoping reviews, which primarily focus on global populations,

often excluding the MENA region [36–40]. The exclusion of this region is particularly impor-

tant given its unique socioeconomic and cultural challenges, including higher rates of informal

employment, gendered labor market segregation, and limited access to healthcare and social

protections for women [1, 3–5].

For instance, systematic reviews to date have predominantly concentrated on mental health

outcomes [41–45], COVID-19 related mortality rates [46], and clinical outcomes such as morbid-

ity and mortality among healthcare workers [47]. One notable scoping review from Canada

examined stress, burnout, and depression among women healthcare workers during the COVID-

19 pandemic, identifying stressors at the individual, organizational, and systemic levels [48]. This

review highlighted the scarcity of effective interventions and revealed the heightened vulnerability

of women healthcare workers to psychological stress and burnout, particularly among younger

and mid-career professionals, those without social support, and those with medical comorbidities

or increased alcohol consumption [48]. Although this review included Saudi Arabia and Turkey,

its scope was not exclusive to the MENA region, and it did not capture the broader experiences of

women in non-healthcare occupations and their overall well-being.

Existing studies, while valuable, do not capture the full spectrum of the pandemic’s impact

on women workers in MENA, particularly in terms of non-healthcare-related occupations,

employment stability, and broader well-being. This scoping review aims to fill this significant

gap by providing a comprehensive analysis of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected work-

ing women in the MENA region. By focusing on the intersection of gender, occupational roles,

and the pandemic, the review will offer nuanced insights that are currently lacking in the litera-

ture. The findings will provide valuable evidence to inform data-driven policies and interven-

tions tailored to the needs of women workers in MENA, ultimately supporting efforts to attract

and retain women in the workforce while enhancing their overall health and well-being. In

turn, this can contribute to broader economic and social development goals within the region.

Limitations

Relying solely on specific databases for the literature search may cause pertinent peer-reviewed

publications that are not indexed in these databases to be overlooked. To mitigate this limita-

tion, the included papers will be cross-referenced to identify additional relevant studies. Addi-

tionally, our analysis only considers peer-reviewed literature, leaving out potentially insightful

information from sources of grey literature such reports, dissertations, and conference pro-

ceedings. This exclusion could result in the removal of essential research that are not well pub-

licized or a bias towards published efforts.

Dissemination plans

Results will be published in a peer-reviewed journal and shared at international conferences.

During the process of this review, the team has ongoing engagement with local and regional

public sector actors, thus the results of this review will be disseminated to them as well.

Supporting information

S1 Checklist. PRISMA-P (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic review and Meta-

Analysis Protocols) 2015 checklist: Recommended items to address in a systematic review
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protocol*.
(DOC)

S1 Appendix. Search strategy.

(DOCX)

S2 Appendix. Data extraction instrument.

(DOCX)
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43. Chen J, Zhang SX, Yin A, Yáñez JA. Mental health symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic in devel-

oping countries: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of global health. 2022; 12:05011–.

https://doi.org/10.7189/jogh.12.05011 PMID: 35604881

44. Chen J, Farah N, Dong RK, Chen RZ, Xu W, Yin J, et al. Mental health during the covid-19 crisis in

africa: A systematic review and meta-analysis. International journal of environmental research and pub-

lic health. 2021; 18(20):10604. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph182010604 PMID: 34682357

45. Bourmistrova NW, Solomon T, Braude P, Strawbridge R, Carter B. Long-term effects of COVID-19 on

mental health: A systematic review. Journal of affective disorders. 2022; 299:118–25. https://doi.org/10.

1016/j.jad.2021.11.031 PMID: 34798148

46. Alves VP, Casemiro FG, De Araujo BG, De Souza Lima MA, De Oliveira RS, De Souza Fernandes FT,

et al. Factors associated with mortality among elderly people in the covid-19 pandemic (Sars-cov-2): A

systematic review and meta-analysis. International journal of environmental research and public health.

2021; 18(15):8008. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18158008 PMID: 34360301

47. Gholami M, Fawad I, Shadan S, Rowaiee R, Ghanem H, Hassan Khamis A, et al. COVID-19 and

healthcare workers: A systematic review and meta-analysis. International journal of infectious diseases.

2021; 104:335–46. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijid.2021.01.013 PMID: 33444754

48. Sriharan A, Ratnapalan S, Tricco AC, Lupea D, Ayala AP, Pang H, et al. Occupational Stress, Burnout,

and Depression in Women in Healthcare During COVID-19 Pandemic: Rapid Scoping Review. Fron-

tiers in Global Women’s Health. 2020; 1:596690–. https://doi.org/10.3389/fgwh.2020.596690 PMID:

34816168

PLOS ONE Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on women in the workplace in the Middle East and North Africa

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0312037 February 27, 2025 9 / 9

https://doi.org/10.7326/M18-0850
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30178033
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.g7647
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25555855
https://doi.org/10.11124/JBIES-20-00167
https://doi.org/10.11124/JBIES-20-00167
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33038124
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sxmr.2022.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sxmr.2022.06.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36030177
https://doi.org/10.3889/oamjms.2021.7378
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jogc.2021.02.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.genhosppsych.2023.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.genhosppsych.2023.07.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37473503
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2022-009594
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2022-009594
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36202429
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0254821
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0254821
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34347812
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192114362
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36361241
https://doi.org/10.7189/jogh.12.05011
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35604881
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph182010604
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34682357
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.11.031
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.11.031
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34798148
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18158008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34360301
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijid.2021.01.013
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33444754
https://doi.org/10.3389/fgwh.2020.596690
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34816168
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0312037

