
Automated Neglect 
How The World Bank’s Push to Allocate Cash Assistance  
Using Algorithms Threatens Rights

H U M A N  

R I G H T S  

W A T C H 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Automated Neglect 
How The World Bank’s Push to Allocate Cash Assistance  

Using Algorithms Threatens Rights 
 
 



   
 

Copyright © 2023 Human Rights Watch 
All rights reserved. 
Printed in the United States of America 
ISBN: 979-8-88708-044-4 
Cover design by Rafael Jimenez 
 
 
 
Human Rights Watch defends the rights of people worldwide. We scrupulously investigate 
abuses, expose the facts widely, and pressure those with power to respect rights and 
secure justice. Human Rights Watch is an independent, international organization that 
works as part of a vibrant movement to uphold human dignity and advance the cause of 
human rights for all. 
 
Human Rights Watch is an international organization with staff in more than 40 countries, 
and offices in Amsterdam, Beirut, Berlin, Brussels, Chicago, Geneva, Goma, Johannesburg, 
London, Los Angeles, Nairobi, New York, Paris, San Francisco, Sydney, Tokyo, Toronto, 
Tunis, Washington DC, and Zurich. 
 
For more information, please visit our website:  http://www.hrw.org



JUNE 2023  ISBN: 979-8-88708-044-4 

 

 

Automated Neglect 
How the World Bank’s Push to Allocate Cash Assistance  

Using Algorithms Threatens Rights 

 

Summary ......................................................................................................................... 1 
The Failures of Takaful .............................................................................................................. 2 
Key Recommendations ............................................................................................................. 6 

Recommendations ........................................................................................................... 7 
To the World Bank and other development banks: ..................................................................... 7 
To the Government of Jordan: .................................................................................................... 8 
To other international organizations and donors supporting Takaful: ........................................ 10 

Methodology .................................................................................................................. 11 
Correspondence with the Jordanian government, World Bank,  and other actors ........................ 12 

Summary of World Bank’s Response .................................................................................... 13 

Summary of NAF’s Response ............................................................................................... 14 

Summary of Other Responses ............................................................................................. 15 

I. Public Sector Automation and the World Bank ............................................................. 17 
Automated Poverty Targeting .................................................................................................. 18 
Other “Digital Government” Initiatives .................................................................................... 26 

II. Case Study: Automated Poverty Targeting in Jordan ................................................... 32 
Background ........................................................................................................................... 33 
How Takaful Works ................................................................................................................. 37 
Poverty Targeting Under Takaful .............................................................................................. 39 
Flawed Criteria ....................................................................................................................... 41 
Inaccurate or Incomplete Data ................................................................................................ 49 
Unpredictable Benefit ............................................................................................................. 55 
Inadequate Verification .......................................................................................................... 57 
Appeals ................................................................................................................................. 58 
Digital Divide ......................................................................................................................... 60 
Mistrust and Suspicion ........................................................................................................... 65 



 

  

III. The Way Forward ...................................................................................................... 68 

IV. Legal Standards ........................................................................................................ 70 

Acknowledgments ......................................................................................................... 74 

Annex I: Letters from Human Rights Watch ..................................................................... 75 
Letter to the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO),  May 8, 2023................ 75 
Letter to GIZ, May 8, 2023 ....................................................................................................... 79 
Letter to the Minister of Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation,  The Netherlands,  
May 8, 2023 ........................................................................................................................... 83 
Letter to the National Aid Fund (NAF), September 26, 2022....................................................... 87 
Letter to the National Aid Fund (NAF), May 11, 2023 .................................................................. 93 
Letter to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),  May 8, 2023 ................ 98 
Letter to the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), September 13, 2022 ............................ 101 
Letter to the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), May 8, 2023 ........................................ 110 
Letter to United States Agency for International Development (USAID),  May 8, 2023 ................ 114 
Letter to the World Bank, September 13, 2022 ........................................................................ 118 
Letter to the World Bank, May 8, 2023 ................................................................................... 123 
Letter to World Food Programme (WFP), May 8, 2023 .............................................................. 129 

Annex II: Responses to Human Rights Watch ................................................................ 133 
Response from the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO), May 16, 2023 ... 133 
Response from GIZ, May 21, 2023 .......................................................................................... 136 
Response from the National Aid Fund (NAF), May 29, 2023 ..................................................... 138 
Response from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), May 14, 2023 ... 142 
Response from the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF),  October 6, 2022 ...................... 144 
Response from the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), May 15, 2023 ............................ 145 
Response from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID),  
May 25, 2023 ....................................................................................................................... 147 
Response from the World Bank, October 7, 2022 ................................................................... 149 
Response from the World Bank, May 21, 2023.........................................................................153 
Response from the World Food Programme (WFP), May 16, 2023 .............................................. 157 

 

 
 



 

 1 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

 

Summary 
  
Governments worldwide are turning to automation to help them deliver essential public 
services, such as food, housing, and cash assistance. But some forms of automation are 
excluding people from services and singling them out for investigation based on errors, 
discriminatory criteria, or stereotypes about poverty. Despite these harms, the allure of 
tech-based solutions to complex social problems is proving hard to resist.  
 
The World Bank is one of the biggest development actors driving this trend, particularly in 
the Global South, placing big bets on data-intensive technologies to help governments 
deliver services. This includes major cash transfer programs that give certain individuals or 
families financial support. In the Middle East and North Africa alone, eight of ten borrowing 
countries have received Bank loans to upgrade these programs. 
 
The Bank has long promoted cash transfer programs that select beneficiaries by trying to 
estimate their income and welfare. This approach, known as poverty targeting, has 
attracted intense criticism for undermining people’s social security rights, particularly in 
the wake of the economic crisis triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic. Poverty targeted 
programs are prone to error, mismanagement, and corruption, and routinely fail to reach 
many of the people they aim to cover. While the Bank has acknowledged these problems, 
it is financing a range of technologies it claims will make poverty targeting more accurate, 
reliable, and efficient.  
  
This report documents the human rights impact of one such Bank-financed program in 
Jordan, known as the Unified Cash Transfer Program, but commonly referred to by its 
original name, Takaful. After screening out families that do not meet basic eligibility 
criteria, Takaful uses an algorithm to identify which of those remaining should receive cash 
transfers by ranking their level of economic vulnerability. Drawing on interviews with 
applicants and beneficiaries, government officials, community activists, and an analysis of 
World Bank documents, Human Rights Watch found that this algorithm is leading to cash 
transfer decisions that deprive people of their rights to social security. The problem is not 
merely that the algorithm relies on inaccurate and unreliable data about people’s finances. 
Its formula also flattens the economic complexity of people’s lives into a crude ranking 
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that pits one household against another, fueling social tension and perceptions  
of unfairness. 
 
The harms of Takaful’s targeting algorithm highlight the need for cash transfer programs 
based on the principles of universal social protection – providing all people with support 
during periods of their lives when their economic and social rights are particularly at risk, 
such as when they are children, face disability, become unemployed, or reach old age, and 
regardless of their income or wealth. On paper, the Bank has endorsed this approach as 
the “cornerstone of inclusive social policy.” But it continues to fund poverty targeted 
programs in dozens of countries, despite the wealth of policy options available to finance 
their transition to universal schemes.  
 
This gap between rhetoric and practice has devastating effects on people’s rights to social 
security and related rights to food, health, housing, and an adequate standard of living. 
Although Takaful has extended regular cash assistance to 120,000 households in 2022, 
this is only a small fraction of the households in Jordan living under the official poverty 
line, which itself is an inadequate measure of the number of people unable to realize their 
economic, social, and cultural rights in the face of high inflation and unemployment.  
 

The Failures of Takaful 
Takaful’s complex process for evaluating who receives cash transfers begins with a 
questionnaire that applicants must complete. Applicants enter their name and national ID 
number, as well as income-related information such as wages, living expenses, and 
electricity and water meter ID numbers. This information is combined with data from 37 
government agencies, such as vehicle registration and business licenses, employment 
histories, and enrollment in other social protection programs, to create comprehensive 
profiles of people seeking benefits. 
 
The National Aid Fund (NAF), the Jordanian government’s social protection agency charged 
with implementing Takaful, told Human Rights Watch that it vets applicants in two stages. 
First, it assesses whether applicant households have met basic eligibility criteria, such as 
whether they are headed by a Jordanian citizen and living under the official poverty line. 
Given the program’s limited budget, however, not all eligible households become 
beneficiaries. Instead, NAF applies an algorithm that uses 57 socio-economic indicators to 
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estimate their income and wealth, ranking them from least poor to poorest. The agency 
then selects households deemed most vulnerable to receive a limited number of cash 
transfers, providing them between 40 to 136 Jordanian dinars (US$56 to $192)1 per month.  
 
This veneer of statistical objectivity masks a more complicated reality: the economic 
pressures that people endure and the ways they struggle to get by are frequently invisible 
to the algorithm. For example, applicant households are required to declare their income 
and living expenses, such as food, rent, and education. The algorithm uses the self-
reported income to calculate their ranking if it is higher than the estimate based on the 57 
indicators. Several people told Human Rights Watch that they could submit an application 
only if they declared an income that matches their living expenses. NAF disputed this, 
saying that people can list expenses that exceed their income by about 20 percent.  
 
Either restriction fails to recognize how people struggle to make ends meet, or their 
reliance on credit, support from family, and other ad hoc measures to bridge the gap.     
 
“The questions asked don’t reflect the reality we exist in,” said Abdelhamad, a father of 
two who makes 250 dinars a month ($353) working at a coffee shop in Amman. “My rent is 
140 dinars [$197]. My phone, electricity and water bills, and other living expenses are 320 
dinars [$451]. My income is less than my expenses, but I had to match it on the 
application. Each month, we just trust in Allah and hope we can cover our expenses. Some 
months, my siblings abroad help out.”  
 
Like many others whom Human Rights Watch interviewed, Abdelhamad eventually learned 
that he was able to submit the application if he lowered his expenses to match his income. 
Forcing people to mold their hardships to fit the algorithm’s calculus of need, however, 
undermines Takaful’s targeting accuracy, and claims by the government and the World 
Bank that this is the most effective way to maximize limited resources.  
 
This is one of several dubious criteria that Takaful’s algorithm uses to distinguish between 
people who are selected for transfers and those who are notified that they are “not among 
the poorest.” The algorithm may infer that households are less vulnerable the more water 
and electricity they consume, under an indicator that measures dwelling characteristics.  

 
1 The conversion rate used throughout this report is US$1 to JOD 0,709, the rate on June 2, 2023.  
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The value of an old family car, a small business, or livestock also affects the family’s 
ranking.     
 
These measures of vulnerability trap people in impossible choices between the realization 
of their right to social security and other economic and social rights, such as their rights to 
a decent living, health, and food. Some people told Human Rights Watch that owning a car 
could have been one of the reasons they were rejected from Takaful, even though they 
needed it for work, or to transport water and firewood. “The car destroyed us,” said 
Mariam, a resident of al-Burbaita village in the southern governorate of Tafilah, one of the 
poorest villages in the country. Her family received Takaful cash transfers in 2021 but was 
dropped from the program in 2022. “We use it to transport water and for other needs. But 
sometimes we don’t have the money to fill it up with diesel, so we walk to the street and 
wait for someone to pass by and agree to pick us up,” she added.   
 
Human Rights Watch also found that the algorithm reinforces gender-based 
discrimination. Its calculation of household size, one of the measures of vulnerability, only 
considers the number of Jordanian members in the household. This formula artificially 
shrinks the size of households headed by Jordanian women with noncitizen spouses and 
children because the law does not recognize their right to pass on citizenship to these 
family members on an equal basis with men, lowering their benefit payments or excluding 
them from the program entirely. Women in male-headed households are not spared from 
gendered design choices either: awarding Takaful payments to heads of households, who 
in Jordan are usually regarded as the husband or father, rather than individual adult 
members, heightens dependency on male family figures and unduly restricts women’s 
access to benefits.  
 
Takaful also offers lessons on the importance of reconciling the ambition of migrating 
government services online with the realities of the digital divide. The online application is 
daunting for people who lack internet access and digital literacy. “Who needs money?” 
said Aseel, a 29-year-old worker at a plastics factory in Amman who has benefited from 
Takaful and helped many other families apply. “The people who really don’t know how [to 
apply] or don’t have internet or computer access.”  
 
NAF has mobilized its offices and set up temporary registration centers around the country 
to help people apply for the benefit. But people who are unable to access these resources, 
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or who do not know someone familiar with the application process like Aseel, often end up 
paying a fee to submit their application through mobile phone shops or maktabehs – 
stores that sell office supplies, children’s toys and printing and internet services, and have 
now become a regular port of call for people struggling to navigate the requirements of the 
poverty-targeted scheme. These businesses also help people cash out benefit payments 
from their e-wallets – the main payment method that both the government and the World 
Bank have promoted as an effort to increase financial inclusion.  
 
These online transactions impose hidden costs that cut into an already meagre benefit. 
Misha’al, 36, tried to apply for Takaful on his own, but the online portal was loading too 
slowly on his phone. He paid 2 dinars ($2.82) to travel by bus to a maktabeh about 35 
kilometers away from his home to submit his application. The maktabeh charged another 3 
dinars ($4.23) for the service. When his application was approved, Misha’al paid a mobile 
phone shop another 3 dinars to withdraw his benefit, on top of the administrative fee of 
half a dinar ($.70) levied by the e-wallet company. These fees reduced his family’s monthly 
benefit from 101 ($142) to 92.5 dinars ($130).  
 
In response to these findings, the Bank said that Takaful is “amongst the most 
redistributive and cost-effective poverty reduction programs currently active in Jordan,” 
and part of a broader set of programs dedicated to advancing universal social protection in 
the country. It emphasized that information systems and technology can “facilitate” the 
delivery of social protection programs, but “are not substitutes” for interactions between 
institutions and people. 
 
NAF said that the algorithm’s 57 indicators are designed to measure “multi-dimensional 
poverty,” and that none of them would, on their own, exclude a household from Takaful. 
Instead, each of these indicators is assigned a certain weight stipulating their relative 
importance in the targeting process. For example, households with cars that are more than 
five years old would be less likely to qualify for cash transfers than households that do not 
own cars, all else being equal. However, the agency acknowledged that owning a car less 
than five years old or a business worth 3,000 dinars or more ($4,231) would automatically 
exclude families from the program.   
  
NAF also confirmed that it requires applicants to declare living expenses that are no more 
than about 2o percent of their income, because many of them had previously declared 
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they had no income but high expenses. It also emphasized that people have multiple ways 
to apply for Takaful: online, at one of NAF’s 68 branches or 290 registration centers, or 
through a mobile registration vehicle that makes stops in rural areas.  
 
NAF declined to disclose the full list of indicators and the specific weights assigned to 
each indicator, saying that these were for internal purposes only and “constantly 
changing.”  
 

Key Recommendations 
Establishing a universal social protection system in Jordan will address many of the 
problems identified in this report and provide lasting and meaningful protections for 
people’s rights, including their rights to social security and privacy. Universal programs, 
such as benefits for all children or for people that reach retirement age, remove the need 
for subjective and error-prone assessments of people’s income and welfare, and the 
intrusive data collection practices required for these assessments. They also simplify 
eligibility requirements, easing the burden of applying while improving transparency and 
accountability. The social protection consultancy Development Pathways has estimated 
that introducing a modest package of universal child, disability and old age benefits in 
Jordan will cost 280 million dinars ($394.9 million), or less than 1 percent of GDP, during 
the first year of the program, and increase to slightly above 2 percent by 2035.  
 
A shift in the government’s approach could help many individuals and families break the 
cycle of precarity and poverty. “If the government is in front of me right now, it would be 
useful for them to feel the life pressures we feel living in Jordan,” Aseel said. “Everyone 
has to juggle several jobs. I don’t have time to see my family anymore. I don’t have time to 
tell my mom how I’m doing because I am too busy. I don’t see my friends anymore because 
I’m too busy working… people are just so desperate.”    
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Recommendations 
 

To the World Bank and other development banks: 
• Cease developing, pursuing, supporting, or recommending the use of algorithmic 

decision-making to estimate, rank, or score people’s financial welfare and allocate 
cash transfers based on these evaluations.   

• Conduct and publish algorithmic audits on all Bank-financed programs that use 
algorithmic decision-making. 

• Ensure that all audits, including the 2023 evaluation of the Takaful targeting 
algorithm, declare the algorithm’s value weighting and decision-making criteria.  

• Ensure that audits examine the rate of exclusion errors, the reasons for such errors, 
and corrective measures taken; the adequacy of privacy and data protection 
safeguards to mitigate the risk of data breaches and leakages and inaccuracies in 
personal data held by the relevant government agencies; and the right to appeal 
eligibility decisions.  

• Focus financing and technical assistance on modernizing information systems that 
are critical to securing universal social protection, such as population registries 
and vital statistics databases, and ensure that such assistance is provided in a 
manner consistent with privacy and related human rights standards. 

• For existing social protection loans with poverty targeting objectives, work with 
borrower governments to revise objectives and budget allocations to prioritize 
establishing policies and infrastructure that are in line with the Bank’s own vision 
to achieve universal social protection by 2030.  

• Build on the Bank’s 2022 Social Protection and Jobs sector strategy to develop 
concrete commitments to universal social protection, expanding financing and 
technical assistance for social protection schemes that cover various life course 
contingencies, such as universal child benefits, maternity benefits, and pension 
schemes for all people aged 65 and above. 

• In countries with limited fiscal space, advocate for categorical schemes that may 
be initially restricted in scope (for, e.g., a universal child benefit that targets all 
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children under a certain age, provided a strategy is put in place to progressively 
expand the scheme to target all children below the age of 18).2  

• Ensure that social protection programs are designed to meet individual rather than 
household needs and provide benefits to the individual rather than the head of 
household.  

• Identify and take concrete steps to address the impact of the digital divide on 
access to social protection.    
 

To the Government of Jordan:  
• Cease using the Proxy Means Testing-based targeting algorithm and methodology 

to allocate cash transfers and reconfigure Takaful’s infrastructure, including the 
National Unified Registry, to support the rollout of universal social protection 
schemes that provide support to individuals rather than households.  

• Shift social protection strategy from poverty targeting to schemes that cover all 
people when they are most at risk in life, such as a child benefit that provides 
protection during and after childbirth and an old age benefit that protects people 
during retirement age.3   

• Adopt categorical schemes that may be initially restrictive in light of fiscal 
constraints, provided there is a concrete strategy and timeline in place to expand 
these programs to become truly universal (e.g., providing a universal child benefit 
for all children under a certain age, with the goal of expanding the benefit to cover 
all children under 18, as well as the benefit amount to an adequate level).4  

• During the transition period between poverty-targeted and universal social 
protection schemes, adopt interim measures to expand and improve Takaful, such 
as by expanding coverage to families of people with temporary Jordanian 
passports, non-citizen spouses, and children of Jordanian women.   

• Publish all 57 indicators that the targeting algorithm uses to estimate household 
income, as well as the weights assigned to each indicator. 

 
2 UNESCAP and Development Pathways, “Towards universal social protection,” 2022, 
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Towards-Universal-Social-Protection-compressed-
2.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
3 Chad Anderson and Anca Pop, “Shifting the Paradigm: building an inclusive, lifecycle security system in Jordan,” March 
2022, Inclusive Social Security Policy Forum, https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/Jordan_in-depth-study_150322-compressed.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
4 UNESCAP and Development Pathways, “Towards universal social protection.” 
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• Publish the 2023 evaluation of the targeting algorithm as well as yearly audits of 
the targeting algorithm for as long as it is operational, ensuring that such audits 
disclose any changes in the value weighting and decision-making criteria, the rate 
of exclusion errors, the reasons for such errors, and corrective measures taken.  

• Make public all previous findings regarding inclusion and exclusion error rates 
associated with Takaful’s targeting method, and steps taken to address these 
errors.  

• Publish data that will enable meaningful public scrutiny of Takaful’s effectiveness 
at reaching people living in poverty, including the 2017-2018 Household 
Expenditure and Income Survey datasets. 

• Increase public awareness of the appeals process and the right to appeal through 
media and public campaigns as well as in-person outreach.  

• Expand support for the appeals process, increasing relevant staffing to process 
appeals and provide in-person support throughout the process.  

• Establish a data protection law that meets international data protection law 
standards, including an independent data protection authority and mechanisms 
that support the benefits appeals process, such as those enabling social 
protection beneficiaries to correct inaccuracies in their personal data held by 
government agencies.  

• Reform existing social dialogue mechanisms, such as the Economic and Social 
Council and the Tripartite Committee or establish new ones to enable regular and 
meaningful dialogue between independent civil society organizations, trade 
unions, and government agencies on social protection reforms, integrating their 
input into the implementation of social assistance schemes as well as broader 
strategy shifts.5   

• Increase the number of registration centers administering social assistance 
programs across the country, particularly in rural areas.  

• Provide subsidies for costs associated with applying online and withdrawing the 
benefit payment, including e-wallet withdrawal fees and travel costs.  

• Dispatch mobile cash units regularly, particularly to areas far from city centers, to 
help people withdraw their benefit payments. 

 
5 Courtney Geary, Asma Ben Hassen, Arbia Saleh and Ahmad Awad, “The Role of Civil Society in Promoting Social Protection 
Reforms: A Comparative Study of Jordan and Tunisia,” The Economic Research Forum, September 2022, 
https://erf.org.eg/app/uploads/2022/09/1664289997_574_947646_1591.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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To other international organizations and donors supporting Takaful: 
• Support the Jordanian government in winding down the Proxy Means Testing-based 

targeting algorithm and approach for allocating cash transfers. 
• Support the reconfiguration of Takaful’s infrastructure, including the National 

Unified Registry, to enable the rollout of universal social protection schemes that 
provide support to individuals rather than households. 

• During the transition period between poverty targeted and universal schemes, 
publish yearly assessments of the targeting algorithm as outlined above, and 
analyses of previous and current iterations of the algorithm.  

• Conduct regular and meaningful consultations with independent civil society 
organizations and trade unions on social protection reforms, integrating their input 
into the provision of technical assistance.  

• Increase support and resources to expand the network of registration centers 
administering social assistance programs across the country, particularly in  
rural areas. 

• Provide support and technical assistance to set up mobile cash units, particularly 
in areas far from city centers.  
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Methodology 
 
Human Rights Watch conducted 70 interviews between October 2021 and April 2023 for 
this report. Thirty-six interviews were with individuals or families who had applied for 
Takaful, and another nine were with people who applied for support without specifying 
whether it was for Takaful. Seven interviews were with business owners, supermarket 
employees, and others who explained trends in the price of goods and services and 
general living conditions.  
 
Human Rights Watch conducted five interviews with employees or owners of maktabehs – 
stationery stores or printing shops usually located in town centers that help people to 
apply for Takaful online, sometimes in exchange for a fee; these people shared their 
experiences helping dozens of Takaful applicants. Human Rights Watch also interviewed 
staff at five civil society organizations and charities, as well as two community 
development centers providing services in Tafilah governorate. NAF employees based in 
Tafilah governorate and Ministry of Social Development (MOSD) employees in Karak 
governorate were also interviewed.   
 
All interviews were conducted in Arabic or English in person or by phone. Human Rights 
Watch explained the purpose of the interviews and obtained informed consent to use the 
information the people provided. In cases where interviewees asked to not be named or 
where we assessed that naming them would jeopardize their privacy or security, we have 
used pseudonyms or withheld identifying information. 
 
Human Rights Watch supplemented these interviews with an analysis of posts and 
comments published on two Facebook groups between March 2022, around the time 
people were notified whether they received cash transfers that year, and October 2022. 
 
One of these groups is focused on questions and discussions about Takaful. It is set to 
private but open to anyone to join, provided they have a Facebook account. The other 
group, which is public, was also focused on Takaful at the time that Human Rights Watch 
was conducting research for this report; it has since become a general discussion group.  
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This analysis, though not statistically representative, helped to identify key issues and 
concerns among a larger group of applicants and beneficiaries.    
 
This report also draws on data published by Jordan’s Department of Statistics, as well as 
publicly available data and reporting on Takaful and general conditions of poverty and 
inequality in the country. The report relies on analysis of Jordan’s economic outlook and 
Takaful’s implementation and performance provided by major international organizations, 
including the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and UNICEF. 
 
The report’s analysis of the broader implications of digital government drew on loan 
documents covering World Bank-financed social protection programs in the Middle East 
and North Africa, related Bank reports and policy documents, and research by the social 
protection research consultancy Development Pathways, the digital rights 
nongovernmental organizations Access Now and Privacy International, and the US-based 
Center for Human Rights and Global Justice at New York University.  
 

Correspondence with the Jordanian government, World Bank,  
and other actors 
Human Rights Watch wrote to the World Bank and UNICEF with detailed questions and 
concerns about Takaful and targeted social protection programs more generally on 
September 13, 2022, and to Jordan’s National Aid Fund on September 26, 2022. UNICEF 
and the World Bank responded in writing on October 6, 2022, and October 7, 2022, 
respectively. Additionally, Human Rights Watch met with staff members of the World 
Bank’s Jordan country team and Social Protection and Jobs Global Practice on October 12, 
2022. NAF did not respond in writing at the time, but Human Rights Watch held a detailed, 
on-the-record discussion with agency leaders about the program on October 9, 2022, at 
the NAF headquarters in Amman.  
 
Human Rights Watch shared a summary of its findings with the World Bank and UNICEF on 
May 8, 2023, and with NAF on May 11, 2023. On May 8, 2023, Human Rights Watch also 
shared a summary of its findings with other international organizations and donors that 
may have provided technical assistance to NAF, including the World Food Programme 
(WFP), the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the United Kingdom’s 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), the United States Agency for 
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International Development (USAID), the German Agency for International Cooperation 
(GIZ), and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Responses to these requests for comment 
are summarized below.  
 

Summary of World Bank’s Response 
The World Bank reiterated its “commitment to advancing the implementation of universal 
social protection (USP), ensuring access to social protection for all persons…while also 
taking into consideration each country’s context and fiscal situation.”  
 
It acknowledged that delivering social protection programs “requires the use, and 
sometimes collection of data,” including basic identifying information and socioeconomic 
data. It emphasized that information systems and technology can “facilitate” the delivery 
of social protection programs, but “are not substitutes” for interactions between 
institutions and people. However, it maintained that countries with “more mature delivery 
systems,” such as social registries, “interoperability with other government databases,” 
and payment systems, “generally performed better in providing emergency benefits and 
shock relief.”  
 
With regards to Takaful, the Bank clarified that this was one of several programs geared 
“towards achieving USP in Jordan.” It confirmed that it has provided the Jordanian 
government with technical assistance to develop and improve Takaful’s registration, 
enrollment, payment, and grievance redress mechanisms. It also confirmed that it is 
working with NAF to refine the targeting algorithm and expects to disclose the results of 
this evaluation in July 2023.  
 
The Bank clarified that the total value of the Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 
Response Project, which helped expand Takaful, is US $1,014.17 million, and that “99.7% 
goes directly to the beneficiaries as cash transfers.” Only the remaining amount or less 
than 0.3% of the total project cost, the Bank said, is directed towards operational 
expenses and ensuring “implementation oversight.”  
 
The Bank acknowledged the “additional cost that beneficiaries bear due to cash-out fees 
required by payment service providers” and is “exploring redress options.” It also noted 
that the NAF is exploring ways to notify beneficiaries that are subsequently excluded from 
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the program of their changed status “in a more timely manner, prior to the cessation  
of payments.”6 

 

Summary of NAF’s Response 
NAF clarified that it evaluates applicants for Takaful in two stages: 1) determining a 
household’s eligibility based on administrative data obtained from a centralized data 
repository known as the National Unified Registry (NUR); and 2) ranking the eligible 
households according to the severity of their poverty based on income. This ranking is 
calculated using a targeting formula based on “fifty-seven indicators in several areas,” 
with each indicator assigned a “certain weight.” These indicators cover “levels of spending 
on basic needs, family income, housing, health, education, property and assets, family 
size, and geographical area…based on the concept of multidimensional poverty.”  
Specific information the NAF provided on various indicators are reflected in the report 
where relevant.  
    
NAF also explained that “80% of the data in the registration [or application] form comes 
from the NUR, and the rest of the data is filled in by the citizen.” For workers with formal 
jobs, NAF obtains information about their income from the Social Security Corporation’s 
database, through the NUR. Informal workers are required to report their income on the 
form. NAF also requires applicants to report their living expenses; however, these figures 
should be no more than about 20 percent of their income. NAF explained that it 
established this restriction after finding that many applicants were declaring they had no 
income and high living expenses.  
 
NAF added that people can apply for Takaful online, at one of NAF’s 68 branches and 290 
registration centers across Jordan, or through mobile registration stations that make stops 
in extremely rural areas. NAF also said that people can “request support through multiple 
channels, such as the online form available through NAF’s website, through phone at 
NAF’s support center, through the National Call Center, or by visiting any of NAF’s  
field branches.”7  
 

 
6 Letter from World Bank to Human Rights Watch, May 24, 2023.  
7 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 30, 2023; letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch June 6, 2023.  
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Human Rights Watch also met with agency leaders on May 30, 2023, who provided 
additional information about the targeting algorithm and clarified other details about  
the program.  
 

Summary of Other Responses 
UNICEF said that “the Takaful Programme is an initiative fully owned and implemented [by] 
the Government of Jordan,” and that its role is confined to providing “technical advice on 
international best practices.”8 (In its October 6, 2022 letter, UNICEF said that it had 
provided other forms of technical assistance, such as providing IT hardware and 
equipment and “facilitating the human resources” to support data collection during the 
registration process).9  
 
WFP said it “does not have any active or direct role on supporting NAF’s targeting 
algorithm,” but has helped NAF set up its digital payment system, home visits with 
beneficiaries, complaints and feedback mechanisms, and monitoring and evaluation 
process.10  
 
FCDO said that it has provided financial and technical assistance to the social protection 
sector in Jordan since 2018, and that it helped finance the ongoing evaluation of the 
targeting algorithm that will be completed mid-2023.11   
 
USAID said that the funding it provided for Takaful was “primarily” to support the 
distribution of emergency cash transfers to informal workers affected by the Covid-19 
pandemic (a sub-program known as Takaful-3). It added that it has had “no direct 
involvement” in establishing Takaful’s targeting algorithm, and “minimal engagement” 
with NAF since December 2021.12  
 

 
8 Letter from UNICEF to Human Rights Watch, May 15, 2023. 
9 Letter from UNICEF to Human Rights Watch, October 6, 2022. 
10 Letter from WFP to Human Rights Watch, May 16, 2023.  
11 Letter from FCDO to Human Rights Watch, May 16, 2023.  
12 Letter from USAID to Human Rights Watch, May 25, 2023.  
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UNHCR said that it has not provided technical or financial support to NAF since 2019, and 
has not been involved in the agency’s targeting decisions.13 GIZ said that it is “not involved 
in the NAF related cash transfers.”14  
 
The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs had not responded as of June 7, 2023.  
Human Rights Watch’s letters and the various responses are included in the Annex, and 
relevant information from those communications are provided throughout the report. 
  

 
13 Letter from UNHCR to Human Rights Watch, May 14, 2023.  
14 E-mail from GIZ to Human Rights Watch, May 21, 2023.  
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I. Public Sector Automation and the World Bank 
 
Governments worldwide are turning to algorithmic systems to improve and streamline their 
delivery of essential public services. They are using algorithms to distribute cash and food 
assistance, allocate housing and job support, investigate child maltreatment, and detect 
social security fraud.15 Advances in artificial intelligence (AI) and big data have fueled the 
narrative that these technologies can help governments decide who to prioritize for these 
services and regulate access, while lowering costs and improving efficiency.16 
 
Public sector algorithms are frequently shrouded in secrecy, making these claims difficult 
to verify.17 But a growing body of research has documented how some of these algorithms 
cut people off from income support and other essential benefits in error and with little or 
no explanation18; disproportionately exclude women, racial and ethnic minorities, 

 
15 “India: Identification Project Threatens Rights,” Human Rights Watch new release, January 13, 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/01/13/india-identification-project-threatens-rights; Colin Lecher and Maddy Varner, “L.A.’s 
Scoring System for Subsidized Housing Gives Black and Latino People Experiencing Homelessness Lower Priority Scores,” 
The Markup, February 28, 2023, https://themarkup.org/investigation/2023/02/28/l-a-s-scoring-system-for-subsidized-
housing-gives-black-and-latino-people-experiencing-homelessness-lower-priority-scores (accessed May 5, 2023); Matt 
Burgess, Evaline Schot and Gabriel Geiger, “This Algorithm Could Ruin Your Life,” Wired, March 6, 2023, 
https://www.wired.com/story/welfare-algorithms-discrimination/ (accessed May 5, 2023); Doris Allhutter, Florian Cech, 
Fabian Fischer, Gabriel Grill and Astrid Mager, “Algorithmic Profiling of Job Seekers in Austria: How Austerity Politics Are 
Made Effective,” Frontiers in Big Data, February 21, 
2020; https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fdata.2020.00005/full (accessed May 5, 2023); Virginia Eubanks, “A 
Child Abuse Prediction Model Fails Poor Families,” Wired, https://www.wired.com/story/excerpt-from-automating-
inequality/(accessed May 5, 2023). See also: “Submission to the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty & Human Rights 
Regarding His Thematic Report on Digital Technology, Social Protection & Human Rights,” Human Rights Watch submission, 
May 21, 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/submission-un-special-rapporteur-extreme-poverty-human-rights-
regarding-his.  
16 “New Ways of Providing Social Support Through Process Automation,” Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, accessed 
May 5, 2023, https://oecd-opsi.org/innovations/9131-2/; “How Governments Can Harness the Power of Automation at 
Scale,” McKinsey & Company, accessed May 5, 2023, https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-
insights/how-governments-can-harness-the-power-of-automation-at-scale; World Bank, “A Digital Stack for Transforming 
Service Delivery: Id, Payments, and Data Sharing,” February 22, 2022, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099755004072288910/pdf/P1715920edb5990d60b83e037f756213782.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
17 Ada Lovelace Institute, AI Now Institute and Open Government Partnership, “Algorithmic Accountability for the Public 
Sector,” August 2021, https://www.opengovpartnership.org/documents/ algorithmic-accountability-public-sector (accessed 
May 5, 2023); AlgorithmWatch and Bertelsmann Stiftung, “Automating Society Report 2020,” October 2020, 
https://automatingsociety.algorithmwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Automating-Society-Report-2020.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
18 Human Rights Watch, Automated Hardship: How the Tech-Driven Overhaul of the UK’s Social Security System Worsens 
Poverty (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2020), https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/09/29/automated-hardship/how-tech-
driven-overhaul-uks-social-security-system-worsens; Virginia Eubanks, “Automating Eligibility in the Heartland” in 
Automating Inequality, Virginia Eubanks (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2017).  
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migrants, and people with disabilities from services19; and single people out for 
investigation based on arbitrary criteria or stereotypes about poverty.20 In some cases, 
these harms reveal structural problems that algorithms cannot fix and may even amplify, 
such as inadequate budget allocations, flawed policies, or longstanding discrimination.21  
 

Automated Poverty Targeting 
Amid these concerns, international organizations ranging from the World Bank, the IMF, 
UNICEF, United Nations Development Programme, and the WFP are pouring funding and 
resources into projects to automate public services, particularly in the Global South.22  
 
As the world’s largest provider of social protection loans, the Bank has enormous 
influence over how borrower governments digitize and automate their social protection 
systems. The Bank has emphasized that “information systems and technology” can 
facilitate the delivery of social protection programs, but “are not substitutes” for 
interactions between institutions and people.23 It has also warned against “inappropriate 
technology choices” that are “ill-suited to local needs and context.”24 But some of the 
projects it supports are raising serious human rights concerns. Chief among them is the 
automation of poverty targeted programs, which target cash transfers and other benefits to 
people based on their socio-economic status.  

 
19 Doris Allhutter, Florian Cech, Fabian Fischer, Gabriel Grill and Astrid Mager, “Algorithmic Profiling of Job Seekers in Austria: 
How Austerity Politics Are Made Effective”; Virginia Eubanks, “A Child Abuse Prediction Model Fails Poor Families”; “How the 
EU’s Flawed Artificial Intelligence Regulation Endangers the Social Safety Net: Questions and Answers,” Human Rights Watch 
Q&A, November 10, 2021, https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/11/10/how-eus-flawed-artificial-intelligence-regulation-
endangers-social-safety-net. 
20 Matt Burgess, Evaline Schot and Gabriel Geiger, “This Algorithm Could Ruin Your Life”; Amos Toh (Human Rights Watch) 
“ Welfare Surveillance On Trial in the Netherlands,” Op-ed, Open Democracy, November 8, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/08/welfare-surveillance-trial-netherlands. 
21 “How the EU’s Flawed Artificial Intelligence Regulation Endangers the Social Safety Net: Questions and Answers,” Human 
Rights Watch Q&A; Doris Allhutter, Florian Cech, Fabian Fischer, Gabriel Grill and Astrid Mager, “Algorithmic Profiling of Job 
Seekers in Austria: How Austerity Politics Are Made Effective.”  
22 Amr Hosny and Alexandre Sollaci, “Digitalization and Social Protection: Macro and Micro Lessons for Vietnam,” 
International Monetary Fund, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2022/09/15/Digitalization-and-Social-
Protection-Macro-and-Micro-Lessons-for-Vietnam-523399 (accessed May 5, 2023); UNICEF, Harnessing the Power of 
Technology and Digital Innovation for Children,” April 2021, 
https://www.unicef.org/media/100211/file/DIGITAL%20UNICEF.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023);  UNDP, “Digital Strategy 2022-
2025,” 2022, https://digitalstrategy.undp.org/documents/Digital-Strategy-2022-2025-Full-Document_ENG_Interactive.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023); “Innovation and Digital Transformation,” World Food Programme, accessed May 5, 2023, 
https://www.wfp.org/innovation.   
23 Letter from World Bank to Human Rights Watch, May 24, 2023.  
24 A Digital Stack for Transforming Service Delivery: Id, Payments, and Data Sharing,” p. 9.  
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What is “social protection”?25 
 

There is no uniform definition of social protection, and it is sometimes used 
interchangeably with the term social security. Under international human rights law, 
“social security” refers to a set of individual entitlements that protect against income 
insecurity throughout people’s lives, including during common life events such as old 
age, unemployment, sickness, or birthing and caring for dependents. Social security 
programs that do not require direct contributions from individuals as a condition of 
eligibility is known as “social assistance.” These programs are mainly financed 
through taxes and, in some cases, grants or loans from development actors.  
 
In this context, social protection refers to a broader range of programs that include all 
forms of social security as well as other programs that are essential to the realization 
of economic, social, and cultural rights, including the rights to food, water, education, 
and healthcare. These include school meals, housing assistance, and personal social 
services like childcare and support services for older people.   
 
In Jordan, however, “social security” refers to a social insurance scheme funded by 
contributions from insured persons and employers.26 To avoid confusion, this report 
will refer to Takaful and the country’s other non-contributory programs as “social 
assistance,” and to broader initiatives and approaches essential to realizing people’s 
economic, social, and cultural rights as “social protection.” 

 
The Bank’s investments in data-intensive systems to improve targeting are growing even 
though it has recognized the need for a radically different approach to social protection. In 
2016, it announced a partnership with the International Labour Organization (ILO) to 
advance universal social protection – “a nationally defined system of policies and 
programmes that provide equitable access to all people and protect them throughout their 
lives against poverty and risks to their livelihoods and well-being.”27 Unlike poverty-
targeted programs, universal schemes provide a range of benefits to all people within 

 
25 “Questions and Answers on the Right to Social Security,” Human Rights Watch Q&A, May 24, 2023, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/05/24/questions-and-answers-right-social-security#_msocom_1. 
26 “Homepage,” Social Security Corporation, accessed May 5, 2023, https://www.ssc.gov.jo/en/home/.  
27 “Homepage,” USP2030, accessed May 5, 2023, https://usp2030.org/. 
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specific categories, such as children, people with disabilities, or people over a certain age. 
The Bank reaffirmed its commitment to these principles in its 2022 strategy on social 
protection and jobs.28  
 
Multiple studies have shown that universal programs are far better at reducing poverty and 
inequality and protecting people’s rights to social security and related economic and 
social rights.29 In contrast, targeted programs are prone to error, mismanagement, and 
corruption, stigmatizing for beneficiaries, and inadequate at protecting people against 
income insecurity.30  
 
The Bank insists, however, that poverty targeting is one of the most cost-effective ways  
for governments with limited fiscal space to bridge gaps in their social protection 
coverage.31 It has also made significant investments in technology and data-driven 
solutions that it believes will go a long way to mitigate chronic problems with traditional 
methods of targeting.32 
 
 
 

 
28  World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection: Resilience, Equity, and Opportunity for All, 
(Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/84ba2380-624c-553a-
b929-2882e72c7468 (accessed May 5, 2023), p. IX. 
29 Stephen Kidd, “Social Protection: Universal Provision is More Effective Than Poverty Targeting,” ID4D, February 9, 2016, 
https://ideas4development.org/en/social-protection-universal-provision-is-more-effective-than-poverty-targeting/ 
(accessed May 5, 2023); Isabel Ortiz, “The Case for Universal Social Protection,” International Monetary Fund, December 
2018, https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2018/12/case-for-universal-social-protection-ortiz.htm (accessed May 5, 
2023); “Hit and Miss: An assessment of targeting effectiveness in social protection with additional analysis,” Development 
Pathways, June 2020, https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/publications/hit-and-miss-an-assessment-of-targeting-
effectiveness-in-social-protection (accessed May 5, 2023).  
30 Lena Simet, “World Bank Guidance for Universal Social Protection is Lacking,” commentary, Human Rights Dispatch, 
October 10, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/10/10/world-bank-guidance-universal-social-protection-lacking; 
“IMF/World Bank: Targeted Safety Net Programs Fall Short on Rights Protection,” Human Rights Watch news release, April 14, 
2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/14/imf/world-bank-targeted-safety-net-programs-fall-short-rights-protection; 
Stephen Kidd and Diloá Athias, “Hit and Miss: An assessment of targeting effectiveness in social protection with additional 
analysis”; Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), “Targeting the poorest: An assessment of the proxy 
means test methodology,” September 2011, https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/targeting-the-poorest-
an-assessment-of-the-proxy-means-test-methodology (accessed May 5, 2023); Magdalena Sepulveda Carmona, Carly Nyst 
and Heidi Hautala, “The Human Rights Approach to Social Protection,” Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, July 2012, 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2114384 (accessed May 5, 2023); UNICEF, “Universal child benefits,” 
June 2020, https://www.unicef.org/media/72916/file/UCB-ODI-UNICEF-Report-2020.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
31  World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection: Resilience, Equity, and Opportunity for All, p. XI.   
32  Ibid., p. 56 – 61.    
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The ILO and others have challenged the Bank’s economic justification of poverty targeting, 
arguing that governments can raise new revenues or reallocate existing funds to establish 
universal schemes, and that such spending can spur economic activity that more than 
pays for its cost.33 Using Jordan’s Takaful cash transfer program as a case study, this report 
examines the other plank of the Bank’s case for continuing poverty targeting: that the 
judicious use of technology will improve targeting accuracy and the delivery of  
cash transfers. 
 
A key pillar of the Bank’s strategy to automate poverty targeting is to finance the creation 
of social registries – a system that enables the collection and analysis of vast amounts of 
data about people to determine their eligibility for social assistance programs.34 Social 
registries typically support a type of poverty targeting known as the Proxy Means Test 
(PMT), which uses an algorithm to rank a household’s level of welfare from poorest to 
richest.35 This evaluation is based on a variety of data points about the household that 
serve as proxies of its income, such as the employment and education history of each 
household member, their type of dwelling, the assets they own, and even how much 
electricity and water they consume.36 Households with a qualifying ranking or score are 
selected to receive benefits.  
 
 
 
 

 
33  Isabel Ortiz, Matthew Cummins and Kalaivani Karunanethy, “Fiscal Space for Social Protection and the SDGs: Opinion to 
Expand Social Investments in 187 Countries,” International Labour Office, UNICEF and UN Women, 2017, 
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_383871.pdf (accessed 
May 5, 2023); UNESCAP and Development Pathways, “How to Finance Inclusive Social Protection,” 2019, 
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp- (content/uploads/2019/06/How_finance_inclusive_social_protection.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023); Isabel Ortiz, “The Case for Universal Social Protection.” 
34  Margaret Grosh, Phillippe Leite, Matthew Wai-Poi, and Emil Tesliuc, Revisiting Targeting in Social Assistance: A New Look 
at Old Dilemmas. Human Development Perspectives, (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022) 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/a6b0063a-4805-5542-89a9-f6da877b5e37 (accessed May 5, 
2023); Stephen Kidd, Diloá Athias and Idil Mohamud, “Social Registries: A Short History of Abject Failure,” Development 
Pathways and Act Church of Sweden, June 2021, https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2021/06/Social-registries-a-short-history-of-abject-failure-June-1.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), p.6. 
35 Stephen Kidd, Diloá Athias and Idil Mohamud, “Social Registries: A Short History of Abject Failure,” p.6; Stephen Kidd and 
Diloá Athias, “Hit and Miss: An assessment of targeting effectiveness in social protection with additional analysis.” 
36 Ibid; Margaret Grosh, Phillippe Leite, Matthew Wai-Poi, and Emil Tesliuc, Revisiting Targeting in Social Assistance: A New 
Look at Old Dilemmas. 
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The Bank has observed that the PMT mechanism “is something of a Rorschach test for 
those who think about targeting.” A 2022 Bank report on targeting social assistance found: 
 

Many, especially in ministries of finance or planning, see it as modern, 
scientific, data driven, replicable, and thus good for preventing patronage 
politics in social programs and safeguarding their reputation. Some 
communities find it a black box, a mystery. Analysts and observers have 
mixed opinions. Some find it a realistic, if imperfect, solution to a problem 
without perfect solutions; some find it anathema for its inbuilt statistical 
errors or lack of transparency.37 

 
Between 2013 and 2022, the number of countries operating social registries jumped nearly 
threefold, from 23 to 60.38 Social registries traditionally rely on data collected from 
household surveys and mass registration exercises, which are expensive and time-
consuming and therefore conducted only infrequently and are limited to certain 
populations and geographic areas.39 A 2021 report by the social policy think tank 
Development Pathways found that this type of data collection produces a “static” 
snapshot of people’s needs that quickly becomes outdated and inaccurate:  
 

So, if a survey is undertaken in 2010 and a household is assessed for a 
programme in 2015 without another survey having been undertaken in the 
meantime, it will be assessed against its situation in 2010. It is as if 
nothing has changed over time. In effect, therefore, social registries are 
based on the flawed assumption that we live in a static world, as if 
household characteristics remain constant in a form of suspended 
animation. Yet, in the real world, even one specific characteristic of a 
household can change rapidly.40 

 

 
37 Margaret Grosh, Phillippe Leite, Matthew Wai-Poi, and Emil Tesliuc, Revisiting Targeting in Social Assistance, p. 269. 
38 World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection, p. 57. 
39 Phillippe Leite, Tina George, Changqing Sun, Theresa Jones and Kathy Linder, “Social Registries for Social Assistance and 
Beyond: A Guidance Note & Assessment Tool,” World Bank, July 2017, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/698441502095248081/pdf/117971-REVISED-PUBLIC-Discussion-paper-
1704.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023); World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection, p. 57. 
40 Stephen Kidd, Diloá Athias and Idil Mohamud, “Social Registries: A Short History of Abject Failure,” Development 
Pathways and Act Church of Sweden,) p.16. 
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The Bank has acknowledged the substantial risk of error and exclusion associated with 
registries that generate “fixed lists of registrants and beneficiaries,” but insists that 
modernizing them will help achieve the “progressive realization” of universal social 
protection.41 It argues that the future of social registries lies in high-tech, data-intensive 
capabilities that automate eligibility checks, and cycle people in and out of social 
protection programs based on real-time monitoring of changes in their finances and 
circumstances. These so-called “dynamic” registries will help governments with limited 
social protection budgets efficiently substitute people that are no longer eligible for 
support for those with qualifying needs.42  
 
To spur their creation, it is financing multiple projects to upgrade relevant databases and 
infrastructure and increase data sharing among government agencies.43 In the Middle East 
and North Africa alone, a Human Rights Watch analysis of World Bank loan documents 
found that eight out of ten borrowing countries have taken out loans to introduce or 
upgrade social registries and related poverty targeting infrastructure. One other country, 
Yemen, has obtained a loan to finance the targeting of cash transfers to beneficiaries that 
the government had previously identified for other social assistance programs using PMT.    
  

 
41 Phillippe Leite, Tina George, Changqing Sun, Theresa Jones and Kathy Linder, “Social Registries for Social Assistance and 
Beyond: A Guidance Note & Assessment Tool,” p. 19.  
42  World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection, p. 90. 
43  Table 1: Social Registry and Poverty Targeting Projects in Middle East and North Africa, below. For a sample of relevant 
World Bank projects in countries outside MENA, see World Bank, “Concept Project Information Document Improving the 
Management of the National Social Registry (SINAFO) - P179923 (English),” December 20, 2022, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099250112232231376/P17992303e06ae0e096bd041794beb4a78 (accessed 
May 5, 2023);  World Bank, “Project Information Document (PID) - Angola Social Safety Nets (P169779),” World Bank, March 
4, 2019, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/489821552972822754/pdf/Concept-Project-Information-Document-
PID-Angola-Social-Safety-Nets-P169779.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023); World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on a 
Proposed Grant In The Amount Of SDR 52.1 Million (US$75 Million Equivalent) to the Republic of Haiti for an Adaptive Social 
Protection for Increased Resilience Project,” World Bank, February 16, 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/353831613759321148/pdf/Haiti-Adaptive-Social-Protection-for-Increased-
Resilience-Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023).  
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Table 1: Active Social Registry and Poverty Targeting Projects in Middle East  
and North Africa  

 

Country Project Name Project 
Approval 
Date 

Relevant Project Objectives  

Egypt Takaful and Karama Cash 
Transfer Expansion and 
Systems Building Project  

Dec-22 Expanding PMT to target cash transfer and 
pension programs, and expand the social 
registry to support PMT.44   

Iraq Iraq Social Safety Net 
Enhancement Project 

Nov-22 Upgrading social registry to serve as a 
“gateway” for all services and benefits provided 
by the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs.45 

Lebanon  Lebanon Emergency Crisis and 
COVID-19 Response Social 
Safety Net Project  

Jan-21 Expanding cash transfers using poverty targeting 
and establishing a national integrated social 
registry.46  

 
44  World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Loan in the Amount of US $500 Million to the Arab Republic of 
Egypt for a Takaful and Karama Cash Transfer Expansion and Systems Building Project,” November 30, 2022, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099205012052226857/pdf/BOSIB01e105ebc01e0a059000b4715dc353.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
45 World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Grant in the Amount of US $4.2 Million to the Republic of Iraq for Iraq Social 
Safety Net Strengthening Program,” November 15, 2022, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099950011182224372/pdf/P1788240ca3267060a6d404c5d40e14b77.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
46 World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Loan in the Amount of US$246 Million to the Lebanese Republic 
for a Lebanon Emergency Crisis and Covid-19 Response Social Safety Net Project,” December 16, 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/521601610645400941/pdf/Lebanon-Emergency-Crisis-and-COVID-19-
Response-Social-Safety-Net-Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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Jordan Jordan Emergency Cash 
Transfer COVID-19 Response 
Project  

Jun-2047 
 

Improvements in poverty targeting, rollout of a 
monthly recertification process, and expansion 
of National Unified Registry to serve as a “single 
gateway” for social protection services. Also, 
funds rollout of digital payments.48  

Mauritania  Social Safety Net System 

Project II49 

  

Mar-20 Updating and enhancing the social registry, and 
promoting usage; strengthening and extending 
Social Transfer Program, Tekavoul.50  

Tunisia Digital Transformation for 
User-Centric Public Services  

Jun-19 Creation of a social registry, with “machine 
learning and big data” integrations to “improve 
social security compliance and fraud 
detection.”51 

Morocco  Identity and Targeting Systems 
for Social Protection Project   

Mar-17 Development of a social registry and a digital ID 
ecosystem.52 

 
47 Additional financing was approved in June 2021, and second additional financing was approved in March 2022.  
48 Increased focus in Second Additional Financing of the project. See World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Second 
Additional Loan in the Amount of US$350 Million to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer 
Covid-19 Response Project,” February 23, 2023, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/887231647291496646/pdf/Jordan-Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-
Response-Project-Second-Additional-Financing.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
49 This project builds on a $29 million loan from the World Bank and other sources in 2015 to create a social registry and 
provide cash transfers to extremely poor households. See “Mauritania Social Safety Net System,” World Bank, accessed May 
5, 2023, https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P150430.  
50 World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Grant in the Amount of SDR 32.6 Million (US$45 Million 
Equivalent) of which SDR 13.0 Million (US$18 Million Equivalent) from the Sub-Window for Refugees and Host Communities 
and a Proposed Grant in the Amount Of US$7 Million from the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Trust Fund to the Islamic 
Republic of Mauritania for the Social Safety Net System Project II,” February 14, 2020. 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/323551584151262464/pdf/Mauritania-Second-Social-Safety-Net-System-
Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
51 World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Loan in the Amount of EUR 89.2 million (US$100 million 
Equivilant) to the Republic of Tunisia for a Govtech: Digital Transformation for User-Centric Public Services,” May 24, 2019, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/831811560823331664/pdf/Tunisia-GovTech-Digital-Transformation-for-User-
Centric-Public-Services-Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
52 World Bank, “Project Information Document Identity and Targeting Systems for Social Protection Project,” October 28, 
2016, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/369991477932061921/text/PID-Print-P155198-10-31-2016-
1477932056459.txt (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territory 

Social Protection 
Enhancement Project  

Jul-17 Creation of social registry to expand social 
protection coverage while “minimizing errors 
and fraud.”53 

Yemen Emergency Social Protection 
Enhancement and COVID-19 
Response Project 

Dec-20 Targeting of cash transfers to households 
previously identified for benefits through PMT 

and categorical targeting.54 

 
Other “Digital Government” Initiatives 
Dynamic registries are part of a broader transition to a “digital public infrastructure” that 
the Bank deems essential to making not just social protection programs but all 
government services more inclusive and equitable.55 Its “Identification for Development” 
initiative has committed more than US $1.5 billion in financing to help 35 countries build 
digital identification systems and update their population records – a move the Bank says 
will help governments quickly verify the identities and needs of people seeking access to 
public services.56 A related initiative to digitize “Government-To-Person Payments” has 
provided 33 countries with technical assistance to build payment systems such as e-
wallets, direct deposits, and biometrically verified transactions.57  
 
The Bank imagines a future where identification, payment, and data exchange systems like 
social registries “work together and interoperate seamlessly” to “underpin digital 
transactions and connections for people, businesses, and governments, including service 

 
53 World Bank “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Grant in the Amount of US$ 15 million From the Trust Fund for 
Gaza and West Bank to the Palestine Liberation Organization (For the Benefit of the Palestinian Authority) for a Social 
Protection Enhancement Project,” June 30, 2017, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/903881499956074884/pdf/SPEP-PAD-SECPO-July-7-Social-Protection-
Enhancement-Project-P160674-07102017.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
54 World Bank, “ Project Information Document Yemen Social Protection and COVID-19 Response Project,” October 21, 2020, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/705861606075876542/pdf/Project-Information-Document-Yemen-Social-
Protection-Enhancement-and-COVID-19-Response-Project-P173582.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
55 World Bank, “A Digital Stack for Transforming Service Delivery: Id, Payments, and Data Sharing.”  
56  World Bank, “2021 Annual Report,” 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/436051643089705385/pdf/Identification-for-Development-ID4D-and-
Digitalizing-G2P-Payments-G2Px-2021-Annual-Report.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), p. 9. 
57 Ibid, p. 56.  
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delivery and operations across the public and private sectors, including financial services, 
e-commerce, education, healthcare, transportation, social safety nets, taxation, and 
business and property registration.”58 
 
This seemingly limitless expansion of “digital government,” however, has undermined 
people’s rights to social security.59 Human Rights Watch and others have found that digital 
ID systems are prone to error and bias, wrongly excluding people from much needed 
support.60 The Bank has promoted India’s biometric ID system, Aadhaar, as a paradigmatic 
example of digital government that has “significantly streamlined the delivery of public 
services,” and announced a partnership with the government to replicate this system in 
other countries.61 But researchers have found that, in many cases, the technology has also 
led to people being denied access to these services, whether because of the failure to link 
their benefits to Aadhaar or biometric authentication errors.62  
 
Humanitarian experts have raised similar concerns about digital payment systems. 
Although intended to increase financial inclusion, they can have the opposite effect for 
people that cannot provide proof of their identity to authenticate transactions or otherwise 
lack the digital and financial literacy to access and manage payments.63 
 

 
58 World Bank, “A Digital Stack for Transforming Service Delivery: Id, Payments, and Data Sharing”, p.2.  
59 Ibid.  
60 Human Rights Watch, “Submission to the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty & Human Rights Regarding His 
Thematic Report on Digital Technology, Social Protection & Human Rights,” May 21, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/submission-un-special-rapporteur-extreme-poverty-human-rights-regarding-his; 
Privacy International, “The World Bank & social protection during crises: a privacy trade-off?,” August 22, 2022, 
https://privacyinternational.org/long-read/4944/world-bank-social-protection-during-crises-privacy-trade (accessed May 5, 
2023); Center for Human Rights and Global Justice, “Paving a Digital Road to Hell?,” June 2022, https://chrgj.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/06/Report_Paving-a-Digital-Road-to-Hell.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
61 “World Bank, “A Digital Stack for Transforming Service Delivery: Id, Payments, and Data Sharing”, p. 8; “UIDAI Working 
with World Bank, UN to take Aadhaar Tech Overseas,” The Economic Times, December 20, 2021 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/uidai-working-with-world-bank-un-to-take-aadhaar-tech-
overseas/articleshow/88057779.cms (accessed May 5, 2023). 
62 “India: Identification Project Threatens Rights,” Human Rights Watch news release, January 13, 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/01/13/india-identification-project-threatens-rights; Jean Drèze and Reetika Khera, “Six 
types of problems Aadhaar is causing – and safeguards needed immediately,” Scroll.in, January 2, 2022. 
https://scroll.in/article/1013700/six-types-of-problems-aadhaar-is-causing-and-safeguards-needed-immediately (accessed 
May 5, 2023); Dharvi Vaid, “The link between India's biometric ID scheme and starvation,” DW, March 26, 2022, 
https://www.dw.com/en/the-link-between-indias-biometric-identity-scheme-and-starvation/a-57020334 (accessed May 5, 
2023). 
63 Jo Burton, “‘Doing no harm’ in the digital age: What the digitalization of cash means for humanitarian action,” 
International Review of the Red Cross, March 2021, https://international-review.icrc.org/articles/doing-no-harm-
digitalization-of-cash-humanitarian-action-913 (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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The Bank has acknowledged that while the digital transformation of social protection can 
“offer the promise of more efficient and effective inclusion, more needs to be done to 
ensure that they benefit everyone.”64 To close the gap, it has offered guidance and 
technical assistance to governments on how to make digital registration and payment 
processes more user-friendly, and partnered with the private sector to increase internet 
access, smartphone adoption, and digital literacy in low- and middle-income countries.65 
Despite these efforts, disparities in access persist: the industry body Groupe Speciale 
Mobile Association (GSMA) estimates that the number of people not connected to mobile 
internet rose from 3.2 billion people in 2021 to nearly 3.4 billion in 2022.66  
 
The increasing reliance on personal data to administer social protection schemes also 
poses grave threats to the right to privacy. The last decade has marked the rise of ever-
more intrusive forms of government surveillance, enabled by advances in biometric 
recognition technologies, a thriving market for spyware and data brokers, and the vast 
reserves of user data amassed by tech companies.67 Without adequate privacy and data 
protection safeguards, privacy and digital rights experts warn that social protection 
databases could become another tool of surveillance and repression, particularly against 
activists and marginalized groups.68   
 
The World Bank has provided assurances that it conducts due diligence during the project 
planning and design phases to assess whether a country’s laws and policies meet 
international data protection standards. Where they fall short, the Bank will include terms 

 
64  World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection, p.61. 
65 Kathy Lindert, Tina George Karippacheril, Inés Rodriguez Caillava, Kenichi Nishikawa Chavez, Sourcebook on the 
Foundations of Social Protection Delivery Systems (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2020) 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/c44dc506-72dd-5428-a088-6fb7aea53095 (accessed May 5, 
2023); “Internet Access Portfolio,” Digital Development Partnership, accessed May 5, 2023, 
https://www.digitaldevelopmentpartnership.org/portfolio.html?ddp=Internet_Access_Portfolio. 
66 GSMA, “The Mobile Economy 2022,” 2022, https://www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/wp-
content/uploads/2022/02/280222-The-Mobile-Economy-2022.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), pp. 2, 35. 
67 Amos Toh (Human Rights Watch), “Rules for a New Surveillance Reality,” Op-ed, Los Angeles Times, November 18, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/18/rules-new-surveillance-reality; “Human Rights Watch Among Pegasus Spyware 
Targets,” Human Rights Watch news release, January 26, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/01/26/human-rights-
watch-among-pegasus-spyware-targets; “Surveillance Giants,” https://www.amnesty.org/en/tech/surveillance-giants/ 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
68 Privacy International, “The World Bank & social protection during crises: a privacy trade-off?,” August 22, 2022, 
https://privacyinternational.org/long-read/4944/world-bank-social-protection-during-crises-privacy-trade (accessed May 5, 
2023); Michele E. Gilman, “The Class Differential in Privacy Law,” Brooklyn Law Review  77 (2012):4, 
https://brooklynworks.brooklaw.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1140&context=blr (accessed May 5, 2023).    
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in its loan agreements requiring governments to adhere to these standards.69 Despite 
these apparent protections, the UK-based NGO Privacy International has questioned 
whether the Bank enforces these terms. Moreover, of the eight countries it studied where 
the Bank financed Covid-19 response projects, only four had implemented data protection 
legislation.70  
 
In any event, a coalition of civil society organizations has warned that data protection 
safeguards may be inadequate in “environments where human rights risks are too high, or 
where evidence-based policymaking, civil society engagement, rule of law, and rights-
based assessments are simply not possible.”71 In these environments, more drastic action, 
such as declining or withdrawing support for digital ID and other data-intensive systems, 
may be necessary.72  

 

Privacy and Data Protection in Jordan 
 

At the time of publication, Jordan’s parliament was considering a bill that would 
establish a data protection law.73 The government first proposed the law in 2014 and 
the last version was made public in January 2022. An analysis of the bill by the digital 
rights group Access Now found major loopholes that “cas[t] serious doubts about 
whether the legislation will protect people’s privacy and personal information.”74 One 
of these loopholes is the proposed structure of the Personal Data Protection Board, 
which is supposed to be an independent oversight authority responsible for enforcing 
the law and investigating data protection complaints, including against the 
government. The bill, however, would designate the Minister of Digital Economy and 
Entrepreneurship (MODEE) as the chair of the board, with the power to appoint board 

 
69 Privacy International, “The World Bank & social protection during crises: a privacy trade-off?” 
70 Ibid.  
71 Open letter: World Bank and its donors must protect human rights in digital ID systems, Access Now, March 7, 2022, 
https://www.accessnow.org/press-release/open-letter-to-the-world-bank-digital-id-systems/ (accessed May 5, 2023). 
72 Ibid. 
73 To the Jordanian Parliament: amend the data protection bill, safeguard human rights, Access Now press release, April 20, 
2023, https://www.accessnow.org/press-release/jordanian-parliament-data-protection-bill/ (accessed May 5, 2023). 
74 Chérif El Kadhi and Marwa Fatafta, “Policy brief: What’s wrong with Jordan’s data protection law and how to fix it,” Access 
Now, May 5, 2022, https://www.accessnow.org/publication/jordan-data-protection-law/ (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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members, and reserves board seats for representatives of security agencies.75 Jordan 
Open Source Association, a Jordanian digital rights group, has urged changes to the 
bill that would protect the independence of the board, including the appointment of 
board members from non-governmental institutions.76  
 
Jordanian law also grants government authorities broad discretion to monitor people’s 
communications and personal data, which the data protection law is unlikely to 
change.77 Access Now reported that, in 2018, the Jordanian government exploited its 
access to personal data held by telecommunications and internet service providers to 
discourage protests.78 Without meaningful safeguards to prevent such abuse, the 
extensive collection and analysis of personal data required to administer the 
country’s social protection schemes leave beneficiaries particularly vulnerable to 
surveillance-based persecution and discrimination.79  
 
“Many of the recent protests in Jordan stem from economic grievances,” said Marwa 
Fatafta, MENA Policy Manager at Access Now. “The government of Jordan has a history 
of cracking down on protests and labor unions. If some of these protestors are also 
applying for government support, the data collected about them during the 
registration process could be weaponized to restrict their rights or deny them financial 
support in reprisal.”80 
 
In response to a request for comment, the World Bank said that “Takaful and NAF 
abide by the data protection regulations of the GOJ [government of Jordan], which are 
administered by the MODEE,” and that “all applicants are asked to provide their 
consent before NAF might access administrative data on them to assess and verify 

 
75 Access Now, “Policy brief: How to strengthen Jordan's data protection law,” April 2022, https://www.accessnow.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/Access-Now-Policy-Brief_Jordan-Data-Protection-bill-vs-GDPR.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
76 Jordan Open Source Association, “ Recommendations and Comments of the Jordan Open Source Association on the 
Personal Data Protection Draft Law,” April 5, 2023, https://www.josa.ngo/publications/27/recommendations-and-
comments-of-the-jordan-open-source-association-on-the-personal-data-protection-draft-law (accessed May 5, 2023). 
77 Access Now, “Exposed and Exploited: Data Protection in the Middle East and North Africa,” January 2021, 
https://www.accessnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Access-Now-MENA-data-protection-report.pdf (accessed May 5, 
2023). 
78 Ibid. 11.  
79 Privacy International, “The World Bank & social protection during crises: a privacy trade-off?” 
80 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Marwa Fatafta, April 20, 2023. 
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their eligibility.”81 However, the Bank and NAF have indicated that access to this data 
is required to verify and evaluate people’s applications, raising doubts about the 
ability of applicants to provide meaningful and informed consent.  

 
The introduction of dynamic social registries heightens the risks to privacy and access to 
social protection, making them even more difficult to mitigate. The extensive profiles 
compiled on beneficiaries to facilitate eligibility decisions increase the pool of personal 
data vulnerable to surveillance. At the same time, more data does not necessarily lead to 
better decisions.82 People may be wrongly excluded from support when aspects of their 
experience with poverty elude conventional measures of hardship: owning a car or a 
business, for example, fails to capture whether the family can afford petrol, or whether 
their business is laden with debt.  
 
In contrast, universal social protection schemes are, by design, more likely compatible 
with privacy and data protection standards, as they do not require intrusive data collection 
about people’s income and socio-economic status. Universal child benefit programs, for 
example, typically require applicants to only submit copies of their children’s birth 
certificates.83 The lower evidentiary burden also improves accessibility: UNICEF has found 
that, “the lower the number of documents required, the higher the level of access for the 
most vulnerable and disadvantaged children.”84  
  

 
81 Letter from World Bank to Human Rights Watch, May 24, 2023.  
82 The shortcomings of using algorithmic decision-making to make predictions about some future outcome for individuals 
are well documented: See Angelina Wang, Sayash Kapoor, Solon Barocas, and Arvind Narayanan, “Against Predictive 
Optimization: On the Legitimacy of Decision-Making Algorithms that Optimize Predictive Accuracy,” SSRN (2022), accessed 
May 5, 2023. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4238015. 
83 UNICEF, “Universal Child Benefits: Policy Issues and Options,” June 2020, https://www.unicef.org/media/72916/file/UCB-
ODI-UNICEF-Report-2020.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), p.60.  
84 Ibid.  
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II. Case Study: Automated Poverty Targeting in Jordan 
 
In May 2019, the Jordanian government launched the Takaful cash transfer program, part 
of a five-year strategy to modernize its social protection system.85 It was established with 
the help of two World Bank loans approved in 2018 and 2019 totaling US$2 billion, which 
were intended to help the government implement sweeping economic reforms under a 
series of International Monetary Fund programs.86 The reforms, which drew widespread 
protests, removed fuel subsidies, increased the sales tax, lowered the threshold for 
income tax, and restructured electricity tariffs to raise prices for residential use.87 The Bank 
loans earmarked $200 million to help the government build “better and more efficient” 
social assistance programs that would ease the hardship caused by resulting price hikes.88 
Improving poverty targeting would be central to this approach.89  The Covid-19 pandemic 
led the Bank and other development partners to finance a significant expansion of Takaful, 
as part of a $1.014 billion Covid-19 response package.90   

 
85 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025,” 2019, 
https://www.unicef.org/jordan/media/2676/file/NSPS.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023); “Jordan Launches Complementary 
National Welfare Support Programme ‘Takaful’,” socialprotection.org news release, May 31, 2019, 
https://socialprotection.org/fr/discover/news/jordan-launches-complementary-national-welfare-support-
programme-%E2%80%98takaful%E2%80%99 (accessed May 5, 2023).  
86 World Bank, “Program Document for a Proposed Loan with the Global Concessional Financing Facility Support 
in the Amount of US$500 Millionto the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for the First Equitable Growth and Job Creation Program
matic Development Policy Financing,” June 20, 2018, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/943511530329816325/pdf/CLEAN-Program-Document-Jordan-First-
Equitable-Growth-Job-Creation-Programmatic-Development-Policy-Financing-P-06212018.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023); World 
Bank, “Program Document for a Proposed Loan in the Amount of US$1.45 Billion to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for the 
Second Equitable Growth and Job Creation Programmatic Development Policy Financing,” May 20, 2019,  
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/601341559959324044/pdf/Jordan-Second-Equitable-Growth-and-Job-
Creation-Programmatic-Development-Policy-Financing.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
87 “Jordan: thousands protest against IMF-backed austerity measures,” Guardian, June 3, 2018, 
https://amp.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/03/jordan-amman-protest-imf-austerity-measures (accessed May 5, 2023); 
“Jordan: Jordanians protests fuel price hikes, targeting King Abdullah,” The World, November 3, 2012 
https://theworld.org/stories/2012-11-13/jordan-jordanians-protests-fuel-price-hikes-targeting-king-abdullah (accessed May 
5, 2023).  
88 World Bank, “Program Document for a Proposed Loan with the Global Concessional Financing Facility Support 
in the Amount of US$500 Million 
to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for the First Equitable Growth and Job Creation Programmatic Development Policy Financ
ing”, p. iv.  
89 Ibid, p. 5.  
90 World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Second Additional Loan in the Amount of US$ 350 Million to the Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project” February 23, 2022, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/887231647291496646/pdf/Jordan-Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-
Response-Project-Second-Additional-Financing.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), pp. 22 -23; World Bank, “Project Paper on a 
Proposed Additional Loan in the Amount of US $290 Million to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency 
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Jordan’s development partners have also provided extensive technical assistance to the 
National Aid Fund, the Jordanian social protection agency responsible for implementing 
Takaful. A Technical Working Group comprising the Bank, UNICEF, the WFP, and 
representatives of development aid agencies has provided NAF with equipment and 
guidance on enhancing the Takaful algorithm, among other forms of support.91 
 

Background 
Jordan has suffered from persistently high rates of poverty and inequality. In 2018, the 
government recorded 15.7 percent of the population living under what it deems to be the 
poverty line, an increase from 14.4 percent in 2010-2011.92 Independent experts say that 
the poverty rate was likely higher: a study of government survey data that took into 
account changes in inflation rates and household size found that the poverty rate in 2017 
was 22.2 percent.93 
 
Successive economic shocks caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and the conflict in Ukraine 
have increased pressure on the government to deliver on its social protection reforms. The 
Ministry of Planning recently announced that the poverty rate jumped to 24.1 percent in the 
first quarter of 2022.94 The IMF’s most recent analysis of Jordan’s economic outlook also 
raised concern that “the labor force participation rate for Jordanians [the proportion of 
Jordanians in the workforce], at 33.5 percent, is yet to recover to pre-pandemic levels… and 

 
Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project,” June 11, 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/549951624624852541/pdf/Jordan-Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-
Response-Project-Additional-Financing.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023); World Bank, “Project Information Document Jordan 
Emergency Cash Transfer COVID19 Response Project,” April 15, 2020, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/328901590211842779/pdf/Project-Information-Document-Jordan-
Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-Response-Project-P173974.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023).  
91 Letter from UNICEF to Human Rights Watch, October 6, 2022.  
92 World Bank, “Jordan Poverty & Equity Brief,” April 2020, 
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/33EF03BB-9722-4AE2-ABC7-
AA2972D68AFE/Global_POVEQ_JOR.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
93  Jameel Aljaloudi, “Increase the State of Poverty in Jordan During the Period 2010-2017,” SocioEconomic Challenges 4 
(2020): 4, accessed May 5, 2023, doi: https://doi.org/10.21272/sec.4(4).39-47.2020. 
 Alramtha.net, June 9, 2022, https://www.alramtha.net/ramthanewsID=41024 (accessed May ”,الحكومة :ربع  سكان الأردن فقراء“ 94
5, 2023); “ فقراء الأردن سكان ربع :الحكومة ,” Jordannow.tv, undated, https://jordannow.tv/?p=19830 (accessed May 5, 2023); Maria 
Werdali, “Poverty rate of 24.1% requires policy change — experts,” The Jordan Times, June 09, 2022, 
https://www.jordantimes.com/news/local/poverty-rate-241-requires-policy-change-%E2%80%94-experts  (accessed May 5, 
2023). 
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is indicative of some economic scarring.”95 The unemployment rate, the proportion of 
Jordanians in the workforce without a job, “remained elevated” at 22.6 percent in the 
second quarter of 2022.96  
 
The Jordanian government is betting on Takaful to reverse these trends and previous 
poverty targeting failures. Since 2004, it has relied on poverty targeting to administer 
various social assistance programs.97 Targeted programs prior to Takaful, the 2019 strategy 
noted, reached only a “minority of poor Jordanians,” because of budgetary constraints and 
inefficient targeting methods.98 The government struggled to verify people’s income and 
accurately target cash transfers because, “[u]ntil recently, the technology for inexpensive 
and rapid access to administrative records from relevant ministries did not exist.”99 
 
The government has since modernized the technology systems it uses to administer social 
assistance with the help of the Bank and other international partners. It has established 
an online portal where people apply for and manage Takaful and other social assistance 
benefits.100 It has also automated the vetting, selection, and payment of Takaful 
beneficiaries through upgrades to the NAF’s data systems, including the Management 
Information System and the NUR.101 The NUR, which was created in 2013 with $2.46 million 
in Bank financing, began as a social registry to facilitate poverty targeting.102 According to 
the government and the World Bank, the NUR is now being expanded to serve as “a single 
gateway for Jordanian households to access a range of social services and programs.”103 

 
95 IMF, Jordan: Country Report (Washington DC: IMF, 2023), 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2023/01/25/Jordan-Fifth-Review-Under-the-Extended-Arrangement-Under-
the-Extended-Fund-Facility-and-528616, (accessed May 5, 2023), p. 4. 
Ibid., p. 4. 
96 Ibid. 
97 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025,” p. 26. 
98 Ibid., p. 27.  
99 Ibid. 
100 World Bank, “Project Information Document Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer COVID19 Response Project,” p. 10.  
101 Ibid., p. 8; World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Second Additional Loan in the Amount of US$ 350 Million to the 
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project,” pp. 20 – 21.   
102 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023. World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Second 
Additional Loan in the Amount of US$ 350 Million to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer 
Covid-19 Response Project”; World Bank, “Implementation Completion Report (ICR) Review National Unified Registry and 
Outreach,” https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/368601602882565893/pdf/Jordan-National-Unified-Registry-
and-Outreach.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023).  
103  World Bank, “Project Paper on a Proposed Second Additional Loan in the Amount of US$ 350 Million to the Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan for a Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project;” Digital Convergence Initiative (DCI), 
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The government plans to consolidate its social assistance programs into a single program 
and require everyone to apply for and manage their benefits using the Takaful platform.104 
In the meantime, Takaful complements other social assistance benefits targeted at people 
living below the national poverty line or with specific vulnerabilities, such as orphans, 
older people, and households headed by people with disabilities.105  
 
By some measures, Takaful has been a success. The Bank has praised Jordan for 
“significantly shorten[ing] the time needed to roll out its pandemic response packages” 
because of investments in their social registries and “good use of digital technology.”106 At 
the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, NAF disbursed three months of cash transfers to 
237,000 households that were targeted for their reliance on informal sources of income (a 
program known as Takaful-2).107 Households with stateless Palestinians who hold 
temporary Jordanian passports and Jordanian women married to non-Jordanian men were 
eligible to receive these transfers.108 In December 2020, the government began another 

 
"Jordan National Unified Registry (NUR)," webinar presentation, May 30, 2023, 
https://socialprotection.org/discover/multimedia/webinar-presentation-jordan-national-unified-registry-nur# (accessed 
June 5, 2023). 
104 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025”, p.29; World Bank, “Project 
Paper on a Proposed Second Additional Loan in the Amount of US$ 350 Million to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a 
Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project,” p. 14; World Bank “Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed 
Loan in the Amount of US$350 Million and a Proposed Grant in the Amount of US$24.17 Million Equivalent from the Jordan 
Inclusive Growth and Economic Opportunities Multi-Donor Trust Fund to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for an Emergency 
Cash Transfer Covid-19 Response Project,” June 11, 2020, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/488131593396075008/pdf/Jordan-Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-
Response-Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023), p.14. 
105 “Fund Programs,” Jordanian Government National Aid Fund, accessed May 5, 2023, 
https://naf.gov.jo/EN/ListDetails/Fund_Programs/15/1. For an overview of Jordan’s social protection system, See Chad 
Anderson and Anca Pop, “Shifting the Paradigm: building an inclusive, lifecycle security system in Jordan,” March 2022, 
Inclusive Social Security Policy Forum https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Jordan_in-
depth-study_150322-compressed.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
106 World Bank, Charting a Course Towards Universal Social Protection: Resilience, Equity, and Opportunity for All, 
(Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/84ba2380-624c-553a-
b929-2882e72c7468 (accessed May 5, 2023), pp. XVIII- XIX. 
107 Letter from World Bank, to Human Rights Watch, October 7, 2022. 
108 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” 
November 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099935012162124762/pdf/Social0Assessm00700Dec1300Clean0HS.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023), p. 42. There are over one million temporary passport holders in Jordan, 150,000 of which the 
government refers to as “Gazans”. This term refers to Palestinians whose descendants were expelled or fled their homes in 
what became Israel in 1948, initially to the Gaza Strip, which was under Egyptian control between 1948 and 1967, and 
eventually seeking refuge in Jordan after the 1967 War, where they have remained since. See “Sawsan Ramahi, “Palestinians 
and Jordanian citizenship,” MEMO Middle East Monitor, December 2015, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20151209-
palestinians-and-jordanian-citizenship/ (accessed May 5, 2023). The rest are West Bankers from whom Jordan revoked 
Jordanian citizenship after its “disengagement” from the West Bank in 1988. Human Rights Watch, Stateless Again: 
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round of emergency transfers but restricted them to Jordanian households (Takaful-3).109 
These transfers, which lasted for 12 months, reached 160,000 Jordanian households.110 
 

Household vs. Individual Access to Social Assistance 
 
Takaful distributes cash transfers to the heads of households rather than individual 
members. This design perpetuates longstanding gender discrimination. Jordan’s Civil 
Status Law designates the husband or father as the head of the household by default 
and authorizes women to assume the role only if they are divorced, widowed, the 
oldest unmarried child in a family where the father is deceased, or married to a non-
Jordanian.111 This effectively forces many women to obtain government support 
through their father or husband.112 While women married to non-Jordanian men can 
issue a family book in their name, they cannot have their children added to it.  

 
The Bank has also credited Takaful for expanding regular, non-emergency cash transfers to 
an additional 120,000 households in 2022 (previously Takaful-1 and now also known as 
the Unified Cash Transfer program). It argues that this makes Takaful one of the “most 
redistributive and cost-effective programs currently active in Jordan.” 113 
 
Analysis of poverty and inequality trends in Jordan by other international organizations, 
however, raises doubts that Takaful has been an adequate buffer against economic 
hardship. The ILO has found that, even with Takaful, the country’s social assistance 
schemes continue to reach “very few Jordanians,” with “less than 10 percent of 

 
Palestinian-Origin Jordanians Deprived of their Nationality, (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2010), 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/02/01/stateless-again/palestinian-origin-jordanians-deprived-their-nationality. 
109 Takaful-3 and the Unified Cash Transfer Program excluded households headed by temporary Jordanian passport holders. 
Households headed by Jordanian women married to non-Jordanians could apply, but they were deemed to be single-person 
households for the purposes of assessing eligibility.  
110 Letter from World Bank, to Human Rights Watch, October 7, 2022. 
111 The Civil Status Law, No. 9 of 2001, https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_isn=59594&p_lang=en (accessed 
May 5, 2023), arts. 58 – 59; UN Women, “Gender Discrimination in Jordan 2019,” 2019, 
https://jordan.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/Field%20Office%20Jordan/Images/publications/2019/IRCKHF/IRCKHF_Gen
der%20Discrimination%20JO_Report_EN%20FINAL.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
112 Ibid; see also Development Pathways, “Universal Social Security for the Realisation of Human Rights,” December 2022, 
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Human-rights-day-briefs-full.pdf (accessed May 5, 
2023). 
113 Letter from World Bank, to Human Rights Watch, October 7, 2022. 



 

 37 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

households, and less than a third of those officially classified as poor” able to access 
these schemes.114 While the IMF has praised Jordan for efficient social protection spending, 
it has echoed these concerns, noting that demand for Takaful has outstripped coverage.115 
In the first six months of 2022, over 400,000 households applied for 120,000 program 
slots.116   
 

How Takaful Works 
To apply for Takaful, the head of a household must fill in an application questionnaire. The 
questionnaire requires applicants to submit their identity information, such as their name 
and national ID number, as well as information to facilitate a detailed analysis of their 
finances, such as sources of informal income, living expenses, and electricity and water 
meter ID numbers (so that NAF can obtain data about their electricity and water 
consumption from relevant utility providers). NAF told Human Rights Watch that “80 
percent” of the questionnaire is populated with data from the NUR and the rest of the data 
is provided by the applicant.117 The head of the household is periodically required to 
update this information online.118  
 
NAF has established a two-stage screening process to assess which households will 
receive cash transfers.119 During the first stage, NAF assesses whether applicants have met 
basic eligibility criteria. Households are eligible if the person applying is a Jordanian 
citizen with a national ID number and the head of household does not work in the public 
sector or for the military. Households that receive any other type of benefit from NAF are 
not eligible, except in certain circumstances, including if one or more family members live 

 
114 ILO, “Legislative and Policy Coherence on the Extension of Social Security Coverage in Jordan,” November 27, 2022, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/legislative-and-policy-coherence-extension-social-security-coverage-jordan (accessed 
May 5, 2023), pp. 2 – 3.  
115 IMF, Jordan: Country Report (Washington DC: IMF, 2022), 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2022/07/13/Jordan-2022-Article-IV-Consultation-and-Fourth-Review-
Under-the-Extended-Arrangement-Under-520668, p. 74, (accessed May 5, 2023). 
116 Ibid.  
117 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023.  
118 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
119 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023; Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023. 
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with disabilities.120 NAF also assesses whether households are living under the official 
poverty line.121   
 
Because demand exceeds the number of cash transfers available, however, not all eligible 
households are enrolled as beneficiaries.122 Instead, during the second stage, NAF applies 
a targeting algorithm modeled after the PMT method to assess the “severity of their 
poverty,” ranking them from least poor to poorest.123 Households deemed poorest are 
enrolled first, followed by those with the next highest level of poverty until all program 
slots are taken. Those that are not selected for cash transfers are notified via text message 
or through the online portal that they are “not among the poorest.”124 
 
This screening process relies extensively on the NUR, which provides a detailed picture of 
each household’s interactions with thirty-seven government agencies, including those 
responsible for registering vehicles and businesses, issuing passports and family books, 
and administering pensions and social insurance schemes.125 Eligibility determinations 
during the first stage rely entirely on data drawn from the NUR about each applicant 
household.126 Poverty targeting during the second stage relies on both data from the NUR 
as well as data reported through the application questionnaire.127 NAF also conducts in-
person or remote visits to people’s homes to verify income and welfare details.128 
 

 
 ,Jordanian Government National Aid Fund accessed May 31, 2023 ”,تكرار الاكثر الاسئلة“ 120
https://naf.gov.jo//AR/Modules/FAQ.  
121 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, June 6, 2023; Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023. 
122 NAF and UNICEF, “National Aid Fund Takaful Programme,” July 2020, 
https://naf.gov.jo/EBV4.0/Root_Storage/EN/EB_List_Page/NAF_EN_FINAL.pdf (accessed May  5, 2023), p.19. 
123 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023; World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional 
Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” p. 51. 
124 Screenshots on file with Human Rights Watch.  
125 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023. World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project 
Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 2),” July 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/402741627603659684/pdf/Social-Assessment-for-Jordan-Emergency-Cash-
Transfer-Project-Additional-Financing-P176807-Jordan-Emergency-Cash-Transfer-COVID-19-Response-Project-P173974.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023), p. 48; World Bank, “Implementation and Status Report Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer COVID-19 
Response Project,” December 24, 2022, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099030012242229605/pdf/P1739740fa4e8b04509c1404ccf0ccc1722.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023), p. 4.  
126 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023.  
127 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023. 
128 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
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Until 2021, people’s ranking controlled the size of people’s benefit payments.129 Under 
Takaful-2 and Takaful-3, benefit amounts varied from 39 to 136 dinars ($55 - $192).130 NAF 
told Human Rights Watch that they stopped relying on the algorithm to calculate benefit 
amounts following complaints that this was arbitrary and confusing.131 Benefit amounts 
now begin at 40 dinars ($56), increasing to a maximum of 136 dinars ($192) depending on 
the number of family members in the household and whether they are facing life events 
such as disability or old age.132   
 

Poverty Targeting Under Takaful  
According to NAF, the targeting algorithm is programmed to estimate a household’s 
income and wealth based on 57 “socio-economic indicators related to the welfare status 
and deprivations on the households’ level.”133 The households are subsequently ranked 
from least poor to poorest. If the applicant has reported an income greater than the 
estimate based on the 57 indicators, the higher income is used to determine their 
ranking.134  
 
NAF declined to provide Human Rights Watch with the full list of indicators, stating that 
this was for internal purposes only and that the indicators and the weights assigned to 
them were “constantly changing.”135  
 
However, NAF explained that these indicators cover “levels of spending on basic needs, 
family income, housing, health, education, property and assets, family size and 
geographical area.”136 It added that some of these indicators could be disaggregated into 
sub-indicators; for example, “dwelling characteristics” contain a number of sub-indicators, 
such as the type and value of dwelling.  
 

 
129 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
130 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 2),” July 
2021, p. 14.  
131 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, October 9, 2022. 
132 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, June 6; 2023; Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, May 30, 2023. 
133 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” p. 42; 
See also National Aid Fund and UNICEF, “National Aid Fund Takaful Programme,” p. 19. 
134 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, May 30, 2023.  
135 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, May 30, 2023.  
136 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023. 
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NAF acknowledged that owning a car less than five years old or a business with 3,000 
dinars ($4,231) or more in capital would automatically disqualify families from the 
program. But these were exceptions to the general rule that none of the indicators or sub-
indicators would, on their own, exclude a household from Takaful. Instead, each indicator 
or sub-indicator is assigned a certain weight in the targeting process, indicating its relative 
importance in determining the household’s ranking. For example, a household headed by 
a woman would be more likely to qualify for cash transfers than a household headed by a 
man, all other indicators and sub-indicators being equal.    
 
In correspondence and discussions with Human Rights Watch, NAF elaborated on some of 
these indicators and the weights assigned to them. This report’s analysis of the algorithm 
relies in part on these explanations, which are up to date as of June 9, 2023.   
 
Key indicators of the targeting algorithm include:137 

• Head of household: applicants can be more likely to qualify for cash transfers if 
they belong to female-headed households, as opposed to male-headed 
households.  

• Illness: applicants can be more likely to qualify if one or more of their household 
members have a chronic illness or medical condition.  

• Household size: applicants can be more likely to qualify if they support a larger 
family with more children. However, households headed by Jordanian women 
married to non-Jordanian spouses are treated as a family of one (discussed below).  

• Geographic area: applicants can be more likely to qualify if they live in 
governorates with fewer job opportunities. The weights for each governorate are 
defined based on the Household Expenditure and Income Survey.  

• Cars: Applicants that own cars that are less than five years old are automatically 
excluded from Takaful because this is deemed to indicate a higher standard of 
living. Applicants that own a car that is more than five years old are not 
automatically excluded but can be less likely to qualify. Owning a car for family 
members with disabilities does not affect the applicant’s ranking, in line with the 
Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Other factors considered include the 
number of cars owned and the value of the car.     

 
137 For each of these indicators, NAF identified categories that might receive heavier weighting but did not provide specific 
weighting values or weights for each potential unique response.  
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• Business: Applicants that own a business valued at 3000 dinars or more ($4,231) 
are automatically excluded. For applicants that own businesses of lesser value, 
they are not considered business owners for the purposes of their ranking. Instead, 
the value of their business is attributed to their overall income. Owning a business 
that is inactive does not affect the applicant’s ranking. 

• Livestock: The algorithm is programmed to assume that each animal owned 
generates a certain amount of income for the household. These amounts are based 
on data collected by the Ministry of Agriculture.    

• Housing characteristics:  The algorithm evaluates characteristics such as the size 
and the type of dwelling (e.g. a tent or an apartment), the applicant’s ownership 
share, the type of water or electricity supply (e.g. connected to a public or private 
network), and how much electricity and water the household consumes. Priority is 
given to applicants living in tents or tin structures over those living in apartments 
or houses. Applicants can be less likely to qualify the more electricity and water 
they consume.  

• Living Expenses: Applicants are required to report their “levels of spending on 
basic needs,” such as electricity, housing, food, education, and loan repayments. 
The algorithm relies on this information to calculate the applicant’s ranking in two 
ways. 1) To estimate their household income, the algorithm takes into account self-
reported expenses that are supported by official documents (such as water and 
electricity bills) and verifiable through administrative data. Other than water and 
electricity, it is unclear what types of expenses meet these criteria. 2) The applicant 
is required to report an income that is at least about eighty percent of their total 
living expenses. The applicant’s self-reported income is used to calculate their 
ranking if it is higher than the algorithm’s estimate.  
 

Flawed Criteria  
Human Rights Watch found that the practice of distilling the economic complexity of 
people’s lives into a series of indicators using restrictive definitions and measurements 
results in a flattening of people’s hardships, a loss of nuance, and a failure to fully 
understand any individual family’s situation.  
 
To be sure, some of these weights mirror well-established indicia of economic vulnerability 
in Jordan. Assigning a higher vulnerability weighting to female-headed households, for 
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example, reflects the government’s recognition that “Jordan has one of the lowest female 
labour-force participation rates in the world.”138 The gender employment gap is widening: 
according to the Department of Statistics, the unemployment rate for women in Jordan 
grew from 24.3% in 2020 to 33.1% in 2022, compared to 18.1% to 20.5% for men.139 Female 
workers also face systemic pay disparities in the private sector: the ILO has estimated that 
the median wage for males is 7% higher than that for females, while the World Bank has 
found that women working similar jobs with similar education and experience as men earn 
roughly 17 percent less.140  
 
But other weights are, at best, inconclusive measures of people’s economic standing, and 
potentially exclusionary. For example, the algorithm assumes that households with higher 
electricity and water consumption are less vulnerable than households with lower 
consumption, all else being equal. In NAF’s view, higher rates of consumption can imply 
higher household income. But a family’s electricity consumption may be higher because 
they are less well off: for example, a 2020 study of housing sustainability in Amman found 
that almost 75 percent of low-to-middle income households surveyed lived in apartments 
with poor thermal insulation, making them more expensive to heat.141  
 
Low-income families may also use older, more energy-intensive appliances because they 
cannot afford to replace them. The government’s own social protection strategy indicates 
that less than 4 percent of people in the poorest decile can afford “cost-saving assets” 
such as solar water heaters.142  Nearly everyone Human Rights Watch interviewed about 
their electricity usage indicated that they were using 500 – 600 kWh per month – well 
above the median usage of 300 kWh per month.143  

 
138 NAF and UNICEF, “National Aid Fund Takaful Programme,” p.15. 
139 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Department of Statistics, “Department of Statistics: 23.1% unemployment rate during 
the third quarter of 2022,” January 3, 2023, http://dos.gov.jo/dos_home_e/main/archive/Unemp/2022/Emp_Q32022.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023). 
140 The Jordanian National Committee for Pay Equity (NCPE), “Jordan Pay Equity,” 
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_778056.pdf (accessed 
May 5, 2023); World Bank, “Women’s Economic Participation in Iraq, Jordan And Lebanon,” 2020, 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/868581592904029814-0280022020/original/StateoftheMashreqWomen.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023), p. 8. 
141 A. Younis, A. Taki and S. Bhattacharyya, “Sustainability issues in low-middle income apartments in urban Amman, Jordan: 
heating devices and health concerns,” WIT Transactions on The Built Environment 193 (2020), 
https://www.witpress.com/elibrary/wit-transactions-on-the-built-environment/193/37557 (accessed May 5, 2023). 
142 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025,” p. 14.  
 ,Energy and Minerals Regulatory Commission ”,التعرفة الكھربائیة الجدیدة 2022“ 143
https://emrc.gov.jo/Pages/viewpage?pageID=368, (accessed May 5, 2023). 
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Several Takaful applicants whom Human Rights Watch interviewed also raised doubts 
about the reliability of asset-based profiling. Owning a business, a house, or a car made 
them or people they know less likely to qualify for support, even though these assets had 
little or no bearing on their economic situation. 
 
A tailor in Amman’s historical downtown, locally known as al-Balad, received support from 
NAF in 2019, but the agency cut him off the following year. He believes that his business, 
which he has been struggling to keep afloat since 2011, played a role in the agency’s 
decision. Like many other small businesses, his tailoring shop was badly hit by the 
pandemic, forcing him to take out 12,000 dinars ($16,925) in loans to cover his electricity 
bills, rent, and other basic needs.144  
 
An owner of a small shop in the village of Jurf al-Darawish, 150 kilometers south of Amman, 
was unsuccessful both times he applied for Takaful in 2021. He said that his business 
selling snacks, coffee, and car accessories was likely a factor. He bought the shop after he 
was fired from his job at a gas station in al-Hasa in western Tafilah Governorate, about 20 
km away from where he lives. He thought that the shop, which is five minutes away from 
his home, would save him transportation costs and help him to earn more but he is barely 
turning a profit and struggling to support his family. The shop, which Human Rights Watch 
visited, was bare and low on inventory.145  
  
A vegetable seller with four children in Marka, a neighborhood in east Amman, said that 
NAF informed him he was not eligible for support because he inherited a house in Tafilah. 
But he can no longer afford meat, struggles to pay rent, took out loans to cover basic 
needs, and faced electricity cutoffs. “We have to live in a tent for them to accept us,”  
he said.146  
 
Human Rights Watch also found that asset-based profiling can force some people into an 
unacceptable tradeoff between their right to social security and the assets they need to 
exercise other economic and social rights, such as their rights to a decent living, health, 
and food. Five people Human Rights Watch interviewed believed that owning a car factored 

 
144 Human Rights Watch interview with Mahmoud in Al-Balad, Amman, October 19, 2021.   
145 Human Rights Watch interview with a small shop owner in Jurf al-Darawish, November 21, 2022. 
146 Human Rights Watch interview with a vegetable seller in Marka, Amman, October 17, 2021. 
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into the NAF’s decision to reject their application for Takaful, even though they needed it to 
work, or to transport water, firewood, and other essentials.  
 
As a rideshare driver and tour guide in Amman, Tariq, 33, depends on his car to make a 
living.147 But he believes that his means of livelihood was one of the reasons he was 
unable to obtain emergency cash transfers under Takaful at the beginning of the Covid-19 
pandemic in 2020, when lockdown restrictions cut off the only source of income for him 
and his family.  
 
Living outside the city can make people even more dependent on their cars for basic tasks. 
Mariam from Burbaita, whose family received Takaful in 2021 but was dropped from the 
program in 2022, believes that their car lowered her family’s chances of obtaining the 
benefit. She said:   

 

The car destroyed us. Look at it, it’s parked outside. We don’t use it. They 
consider it to be a transportation car [for transporting goods], but we don’t 
use it, we use it [only] to transport water and other needs. Sometimes we 
don’t have the money to fill it up with diesel, so we walk to the street and 
wait for someone to pass by and agree to pick us up.148  

 
An owner of a forty-year-old car in Burbaita, who has not renewed his car registration in 
over a year and did not qualify for Takaful, agreed with Mariam: 

 

These program decisionmakers in Amman, when they see in a person’s 
application that they own a car that is categorized as a transporting vehicle 
مشترك نقل ) ) they think it’s something, but in reality as you can see, these 
cars are very old and we use them not only for transportation in the area, 
but also to go buy things for our needs and also transport the water that we 
get from the wadi [valley or ravine] downhill.149 

 

 
147 Human Rights Watch interview with Tariq in Amman, October 9, 2022. 
148 Human Rights Watch interview with Mariam in Burbaita, January 17, 2023.  
149 Human Rights Watch interview with A in Burbaita, January 17, 2023.  
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Some people who need their car but are also desperate for support have resorted to 
transferring car ownership to relatives, friends, and neighbors. A community activist in 
Burbaita said he had six to seven cars under his name as a way to help others in need.  
“Everyone comes and registers their car under my name,” he said. “People can’t give up on 
these cars because it transports their water and food, they can’t eat if they sell it, so they 
just officially change the name of the owner.”150  
 
This tactic is not foolproof: another resident of Burbaita said that, after he transferred 
ownership of his car to his father, the government told him that its records still had his 
name on the title.151 Other people might also sell their car without formally changing the 
title, unknowingly jeopardizing their ability to obtain benefits. Aseel said that her brother 
did not qualify for Takaful, even though he is 25,000 dinars ($35,261) in debt, cannot 
afford rent and struggling with depression. Aseel added that he sold his car to someone 
else but that it was still registered in his name, raising the possibility that this could have 
affected his ability to obtain Takaful.152   
 
Existing social inequalities may also transform even seemingly innocuous factors into 
proxies for discrimination. Household size, for example, appears to be a straightforward 
indicator of vulnerability – the more people a household must feed, the higher the need. 
 
But this calculation is based on the family book, a government document issued only to 
Jordanian citizens and which lists the head of the household, the spouse, and all 
unmarried children.153 The networks of family and kinship forged beyond this restrictive 
definition of a household eludes the algorithm. Since Aseel applied for her own family 
book after her divorce, she is, in the government’s view, a household of one. But she told 
Human Rights Watch that her home is a “family home.” “All my brothers and sisters come 
to my home to eat, so my expenses are more,” she said.154   

 
150 Human Rights Watch interview with community activist in Burbaita, January 17, 2023.  
151 Human Rights Watch interview with B in Burbaita, January 17, 2023.  
152 Human Rights Watch interview with Aseel in Amman, October 7, 2022. 
153 “Jordanian Government Official Policy on Obtaining Family Book For First-Time For Registrants Civilians,” The Official Site 
of Jordanian e-Government, accessed May 5, 2023, 
https://portal.jordan.gov.jo/wps/portal/Home/GovernmentEntities/Ministries/MinistryServiceDetails_en/ministry+of+interi
or/civil+status+and+passports+department/services/entering+the+jordanian+family+in+the+civil+register+for+the+first+ti
me+by+detachment+from+previous+family+books?lang=en&content_id=com.ibm.workplace.wcm.api.WCM_Content/Enteri
ng. 
154 Human Rights Watch interview with Aseel in Amman, October 7, 2022.  
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NAF also confirmed that the algorithm’s calculations are based only on the number of 
Jordanian members in the household, not its total size.155 This leaves families of Jordanian 
women married to non-citizens disproportionately vulnerable to exclusion. While Jordan’s 
citizenship law permits men to confer nationality to their spouse and children, regardless 
of the nationality of their spouse, it denies women the ability to do the same, except in 
narrow circumstances where the father is of unknown nationality or stateless, or where 
paternity is unclear.156 As a result, NAF’s algorithm treats most of these families as one-
person households, no matter their size. Even if they are targeted for cash transfers, NAF 
confirmed that they would only be entitled to the minimum benefit amount: a meagre 40 
dinars ($56) per month.  
 
Encoding discriminatory restrictions into the country’s largest cash transfer program has 
pushed Hiba, a 36-year-old Jordanian woman, Abdullah, her 59-year-old Syrian spouse, 
and their three children deeper into poverty. Although her family received two payments of 
136 dinars ($192) under Takaful-2, they were not eligible for Takaful-3 or the Unified Cash 
Transfer program.157 “I was eligible the first time, why am I not eligible now?” Hiba 
wondered. “I don’t want anything except a roof over my head and my children.” She 
recalled a NAF employee, in rejecting her appeal, telling her that “your children are non-
Jordanian, so we give you once and that’s enough.”158  
 
In response to these findings, NAF emphasized that there is no single indicator or sub-
indicator that would automatically exclude applicants from the program, except in cases 
where they own a car that is less than five years old and businesses worth 3,000 dinars 
($4,231) or more.159 Water and electricity consumption, the agency added, was “a sub 
indicator within a main indicator that is dwelling characteristics.”160 Weights assigned to 
asset-based indicators depend on factors such as the value, age, and the type of asset 

 
155 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. See also: World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash 
Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” p. 24. 
156 Jordanian Nationality Law, No.6 of 1954, http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b4ea13.html (accessed May 5, 2023). 
157 Human Rights Watch interviews with Abdullah and Hiba in Amman, October 7, 2022. 
158 Human Rights Watch has previously found that the estimated 355,000 individuals born to Jordanian mothers and foreign 
fathers struggle to access basic rights and services because of discriminatory citizenship restrictions. See Human Rights 
Watch, “I Just Want Him to Live Like Other Jordanians:” Treatment of Non-Citizen Children of Jordanian Mothers, (New York: 
Human Rights Watch, 2018), https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-
citizen-children-jordanian#2429.  
159 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023. 
160 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023.  
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owned. NAF also said that about 25 percent of Takaful beneficiaries own cars.161 People 
who own businesses with less than 3000 dinars in capital are also not excluded from the 
program; instead, this is factored into the algorithm’s estimate of the household’s 
income.162  
 
NAF also acknowledged that Takaful and other NAF programs were targeted only at 
Jordanian households with a national ID, but said that the Zakat fund, an Islamic charity 
assistance program, was available to families “regardless of the national ID.”163 However, 
the Zakat fund only covers a small proportion of households struggling to make ends 
meet; benefit amounts are also typically small.164    
 

Technical Experts’ View of the Takaful Algorithm 
 

Human Rights Watch asked researchers from the Distributed Artificial Intelligence 
Research Institute (DAIR), which leads community-driven AI research, to review the 
following technical description of the algorithm provided by the Jordanian 
government: 
 

Takaful formula score uses 57 socioeconomic indicators related to the 
welfare status and deprivations on the households’ level, including the 
gender of the household head, recognizing the additional 
vulnerabilities FHHs [female head-of-households] face. The 
methodology categorizes poor households to 10 layers, starting from 
the poorest to the least poor, then each layer includes 100 sub-layers, 
using statistical analysis. Thus, resulting in 1000 readings that 
differentiate amongst households’ unique welfare status and needs… 

 
161 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, June 6, 2023; Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023.  
162 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023. 
163 Ibid. 
164 Anna Carolina Machado, Charlotte Bilo and Imane Helmy, "The role of zakat in the provision of social protection: a 
comparison between Jordan, Palestine and Sudan," International Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth (IPC-IG), May 2018, 
https://ipcig.org/sites/default/files/pub/en/WP168_The_role_of_zakat_in_the_provision_of_social_protection.pdf 
(accessed June 6, 2023); “Country Profile: Jordan," Social Protection ILO, accessed June 5, 2023, https://www.social-
protection.org/gimi/ShowCountryProfile.action;jsessionid=3UTipsUa2Xfu5NOWeg3JTNRPerJpTfMtmvFQZ32qG_EBCx8_0uxO!
1750948109?iso=JO&lang=RU.   



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 48 

A technical simulation by the Bank team, using data from the 
Household Income and Expenditures Survey (HIES), shows that 
Takaful’s targeting methodology approximates well the poverty level of 
households. Nonetheless, NAF has slightly amended the targeting 
variables, to better address the crisis response, this included 
amending the assets thresholds and the informal income value.165 

 
Dr. Alex Hanna, Director of Research at DAIR, said: “These are technical words that 
don’t make any sense together. They are giving a bizarre description of what sounds 
like a neural network [a type of algorithm modeled after the human brain], but we 
really don’t know what kind of algorithm it is. Are the developers manually assigning 
weights to various indicators? Or are the weights learned and they are choosing to 
adjust them? We don’t know.”166 
 
Nyalleng Moorosi, senior researcher at DAIR, agreed. “This is a poor description 
of model architecture and I think they are using this language as technical 
obfuscation,” she said. “If you have good data, AI will work; if you have bad data AI 
will not work as well; and this is an area that doesn’t tolerate error very well. You are 
talking about people’s lives.”167 
 
While it is unclear whether the Takaful algorithm uses AI to generate households’ 
rankings, the World Bank has expressed optimism that governments can leverage 
advances in AI to improve targeting accuracy.168 In Tunisia, the Bank is financing the 
use of an AI-based technique known as machine learning to improve targeting 
accuracy and detect social security fraud.169  

 
165 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” 
November 2021, p. 42. 
166 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Dr. Alex Hanna, March 13, 2023.  
167 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Nyalleng Moorosi, March 13, 2023.  
168 Margaret Grosh, Phillippe Leite, Matthew Wai-Poi, and Emil Tesliuc, Revisiting Targeting in Social Assistance: A New Look 
at Old Dilemmas. Human Development Perspectives, (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022) 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/a6b0063a-4805-5542-89a9-f6da877b5e37 (accessed May 5, 
2023), p. 418.  
169 World Bank, “Project Appraisal Document on A Proposed Loan in the Amount of EUR 89.2 million (US$100 million 
Equivilant) to the Republic of Tunisia for a Govtech: Digital Transformation for User-Centric Public Services,” May 24, 2019, 
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These developments could pave the way for increased “predictive optimization” in 
social protection systems – the phenomenon of using AI to “predict future outcomes” 
and “mak[e] decisions about individuals based on those predictions.”170 Other 
examples of predictive optimization that have raised human rights concerns include a 
risk scoring algorithm that was used in the Netherlands to assess an individual’s 
likelihood of committing welfare fraud, and the Correctional Offender Management 
Profiling for Alternative Sanctions (COMPAS) software, used in parts of the United 
States to assess a criminal defendant’s risk of committing future crimes.171 Computer 
scientists from Princeton University and Cornell University have warned that these 
computer models are prone to inaccuracy and error since they are ill-suited to the 
complex task of understanding and regulating human behavior.172 

 

Inaccurate or Incomplete Data  
Computer scientists have long invoked the adage, ‘garbage in, garbage out,’ to warn of the 
limits of automated systems – these systems work only as well as the data they are 
provided and trained on, and shoddy data leads to shoddy, even dangerous results. In 
Takaful’s case, flaws in the data collected and compiled on people applying to the program 
can distort people’s ranking and decisions about who is ultimately selected as a 
beneficiary.  
 
NAF relies on several sources of data to assess and rank the poverty level of eligible 
households. The NUR, NAF said, contains the majority of the data its algorithm uses to 
evaluate people’s financial and living situation.173 Synced with the databases of thirty-
seven government agencies, the registry monitors whether beneficiaries and their family 
members have, for instance, bought or sold a vehicle or a business, found a job in the 

 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/831811560823331664/pdf/Tunisia-GovTech-Digital-Transformation-for-User-
Centric-Public-Services-Project.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
170 Angelina Wang, Sayash Kapoor, Solon Barocas, and Arvind Narayanan, “Against Predictive Optimization: On the 
Legitimacy of Decision-Making Algorithms that Optimize Predictive Accuracy,” SSRN (2022), 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4238015, accessed May 5, 2023. 
171 Matt Burgess, Evaline Schot, And Gabriel Geiger, “This Algorithm Could Ruin Your Life,” Wired, March 6, 2023, 
https://www.wired.com/story/welfare-algorithms-discrimination/ (accessed May 5, 2023); Julia Angwin, Jeff Larson, Surya 
Mattu and Lauren Kirchner, “Machine Bias,” ProPublica, May 23, 2016, https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-
risk-assessments-in-criminal-sentencing (accessed May 5, 2023). 
172 Angelina Wang, Sayash Kapoor, Solon Barocas, and Arvind Narayanan, “Against Predictive Optimization.” 
173 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
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formal labor market, or applied to other social protection schemes. The application 
questionnaire is designed to solicit information about what a NAF official described as 
“things we don’t know,” such as some living expenses and sources of informal income.174 
 
Human Rights Watch interviews with applicants, along with information made public and 
provided by the government, show that this automation-assisted process of targeting 
beneficiaries is marred by inaccurate or incomplete household data that fails to provide a 
true picture of people’s needs.  
 
Some of these inaccuracies stem from arbitrary restrictions that hinder proper data 
collection about people’s financial situations. Applicants, maktabeh employees who help 
people apply, and a NAF employee in Tafilah Governorate told Human Rights Watch that 
the online portal only accepts applications that list living expenses that are equal to or 
less than the household’s income. When people declare that they have no income, or 
expenses that exceed their income, the online portal generates an error message, 
preventing them from submitting their application.175 
 
NAF officials Human Rights Watch met in Amman disputed this, saying that they will 
process applications so long as declared expenses do not generally exceed people’s 
income by more than 20 percent.176 The agency said that it introduced this cap after an 
audit revealed that applicants were declaring that they had no income while citing high 
living expenses, perhaps in the hope of getting more support.177 One maktabeh employee 
in Dhiban, 70 kilometers south of Amman, told Human Rights Watch that he has 
successfully submitted applications that list expenses exceeding income by 18 to 20 
dinars ($25-$28), but only if the applicant has a medical condition.178  
 
The pandemic-fueled rise in the cost of living, alongside stagnant wages, has made these 
restrictions nearly impossible to follow. In January 2023, the Consumer Price Index, which 
measures the average change over time in prices paid by consumers for goods and 

 
174 Ibid; Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, May 30, 2023.  
175 Human Rights Watch interviews by phone with Atef, June 6, 2022, and Ahmed May 23, 2022; Human Rights Watch 
interviews with “Ibrahim,” Zarqa, October 16, 2022, and with a NAF employee, Tafilah, January, 2023. 
176 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
177 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023; Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
178 Human Rights Watch interview with a maktabeh employee, Dhiban, October 8, 2022.  
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services, recorded a 3.77% increase compared with a year earlier, with fuel and electricity 
prices recording the highest increase (31.82%). Rent and dairy products also increased by 
5.17% and 7.88% respectively.179 In October 2022, the price of vegetable and dry goods 
had climbed by 7.21%.180 In the meantime, the government has postponed a planned 
increase in the minimum wage – which is currently 260 dinars ($367) per month for 
Jordanian workers – until at least 2024.181  
 
Abdelhamad, a father of two who makes 250 dinars ($353) a month working at a coffee 
shop in Amman, told Human Rights Watch that his family’s living expenses were frequently 
twice that of his income. “My rent is 140 dinars ($197). My phone, electricity and water 
bills, and other living expenses are 320 dinars ($451) … Each month, we just trust in Allah 
and hope we can cover our expenses. Some months, my siblings abroad help out.”182  
 
“How can you expect someone to put expenses that are exactly like their salary, when their 
salary is 220 to 240 dinars ($310 - $338)? That is not realistic,” said Eyad, a maktabeh 
employee in Baqaa refugee camp a few kilometers north of Amman who has helped people 
apply for Takaful since its rollout in 2019.183  
 
To overcome this restriction, ten applicants told Human Rights Watch that they inflated 
their income or lowered their expense figures on their application. “Ibrahim” (not his real 
name), who lives with his wife and four children in Zarqa and was laid off from his job as a 
pharmacist’s assistant in 2018, recalled, “I put my income as 300 dinars ($423) even 
though it’s not true to avoid the error message.”184 Misha’al, 36, who earns 350 dinars 
($494) per month, said he listed 350 dinars in expenses even though this is not nearly 

 
179 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Department of Statistics, “3.77% the Average increase of the Inflation Rate for January 
2023 compared with the same month in 2022 (100 = 2018),” February 13, 2023, 
http://dos.gov.jo/dos_home_e/main/archive/inflation/2023/CPI_Feb.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
180 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Department of Statistics, “5.23% is the increase of the Consumer Price Index of 
October 2022 compared with the same period of 2021 (2018=100),” November 13, 2022, 
http://dos.gov.jo/dos_home_e/main/archive/inflation/2022/CPI_Nov_2022.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
181 Tripartite Labor Committee fixes minimum wage at JD260 through 2024,” Jordan News, February 2, 2023, 
https://www.jordannews.jo/Section-109/News/Tripartite-Labor-Committee-fixes-minimum-wage-at-JD260-through-2024-
26778 (accessed May 5, 2023); Mays Ibrahim Mustafa, “Minimum wage increase deferred due to COVID crisis — Labour 
Ministry,” Jordan Times, January 25, 2022, https://jordantimes.com/news/local/minimum-wage-increase-deferred-due-
covid-crisis-%E2%80%94-labour-ministry (accessed May 5, 2023). 
182 Human Rights Watch interview with Abdelhamad in Amman, September 10, 2022. 
183 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Eyad, October 8, 2022. 
184 Human Rights Watch interview with “Ibrahim”, October 16, 2021. 
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enough to support his family of five.185 Aseel said that she lowered the figure she spent on 
food to 100 dinars ($141), even though this only covered some necessities, such as rice, 
oil, pasta, and beans.186  
 
These workarounds are a band aid on a gaping flaw in Takaful’s targeting methodology, 
which fails to capture how people scramble to fill the gap each month, such as by asking 
family for assistance, buying on credit, selling household items, or taking on odd jobs. 
Aseel juggles a full-time job at a plastics factory and side gigs as a photographer: she 
postponed two semesters of business school to accommodate her work schedule, 
sometimes freelancing from 8 p.m. to 2 a.m. after her day job ended.187 Sukiman, a father 
of five in Dhiban, and Motasem, a father of two in Ghor al Mazra’ along the southern edge 
of the Dead Sea, have racked up loans to scrape by. “You keep on taking loans and that’s 
how you fall into debt and then you become imprisoned,” said Motasem. (Jordanian law 
authorizes the imprisonment of people who fail to repay debts. The moratorium the 
government imposed on debt imprisonment expired on May 1, 2023.)188 
 
Another potential source of inaccuracy and error is the application questions themselves, 
some of which require a methodical accounting of expenses and living conditions that 
some applicants found difficult to understand, or out of touch with how they get by and 
make do.  
 
Abdullah struggled to provide a monthly estimate of how much he spends on his 
daughter’s education, since this figure varies according to how much money he has on 
hand, his daughter’s needs, and how many days of school she attends.189 Atef was puzzled 
by the question asking him to provide his electricity and water meter numbers and a copy 
of his electricity bill: Families who rent, he said, often pay their landlords directly for their 

 
185 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Misha’al, October 8, 2022. 
186 Human Rights Watch interview with Aseel, Amman, October 7, 2022. 
187 See also: Batool Ghaith, “Minimum wage falls short of living costs — Jordan,” Jordan Times, August 1, 2022, 
https://www.zawya.com/en/economy/levant/minimum-wage-falls-short-of-living-costs-jordan-ozkpu3ar (accessed May 5, 
2023). 
188 “Jordan: Widespread Imprisonment for Debt,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 16, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/16/jordan-widespread-imprisonment-debt; Rayya Al Muheisen, “Defence Order 28 
expires thousands of Jordanians to face imprisonment, Jordan Times, May 3, 2023 
https://www.jordantimes.com/news/local/defence-order-28-expires-thousands-jordanians-face-imprisonment (accessed 
May 5, 2023). 
189 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Abdullah, May 19, 2022. 
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electricity, while others may share meters with other households.190 This proved 
problematic also for Motasem when NAF asked him to submit copies of his electricity bills, 
since they were in his landlord’s name.191 Abdelhamad, the employee at a coffee shop in 
Amman, summed up their dilemma: “The questions asked don’t reflect the reality that we 
exist in.”192 
 

Case Study: The Multi-Dimensional Problem of  
Accessing Social Protection in Jordan 

 
This report focuses on how digitizing and automating one of Jordan’s cash assistance 
programs interferes with people’s social security rights, but the struggle to access 
social protection is multi-dimensional. Discriminatory laws, cumbersome 
administrative processes, and unresponsive bureaucracies are among some of the 
other barriers that people commonly experience.  
 
“Fatima” (not her real name) lives in East Amman.193 She was married to an Egyptian 
man, who died in September 2022 after a long battle with respiratory illness. They 
have four children. The law does not permit Fatima to pass on Jordanian citizenship to 
her spouse or children, which severely limits their access to public services. Her 
children are eligible for non-citizen ID cards that grant them limited access to public 
services and the right to work, but getting the card is an expensive and time-
consuming process requiring a medical test, interviews at various government offices, 
and extensive paperwork.194 Fatima could only afford to obtain these cards for three of 
her children.  
 
Fatima first applied for Takaful during the Covid-19 lockdown in 2020, after hearing 
about the program on social media. At the time, Takaful permitted families of 
Jordanian women who have non-citizen children to receive assistance. This version of 

 
190 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Atef, June 6, 2022. 
191 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Motasem, October 9, 2022. 
192 Human Rights Watch interview with Abdelhamad in Amman, September 10, 2022. 
193 Human Rights Watch interview with “Fatima” in Amman, December 15, 2022.  
194 Human Rights Watch, “I Just Want Him to Live Like Other Jordanians:” Treatment of Non-Citizen Children of Jordanian 
Mothers, 2018. 
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the program, known as Takaful-2, also relied on the targeting algorithm to generate 
benefit amounts.  
 
Fatima’s application was approved a month after she applied, and she received two to 
three installments of around 130 dinars, or $183 (she cannot recall the exact benefit 
amount or number of installments). She believes the size of the benefit payment was 
calculated based on the needs of four family members only, because neither her 
husband nor one of her daughters had a non-citizen ID card or Jordanian passport. 
“The amount was little especially during the lockdown, everyone was at home so there 
were a lot of expenses,” she said. At the time, her husband also required oxygen 
cylinders to help him breathe, further straining the family’s finances.  
 
After Takaful-2 ended, the program’s coverage narrowed, and the government 
suspended non-Jordanians’ access to the benefit. When Fatima re-applied, the 
targeting algorithm processed her application as that of a single-person household, 
as she was the only family member with a Jordanian passport. This made her far less 
likely to qualify for support.  
 
Fatima was also perplexed by the requirement that she could only declare living 
expenses on the application form that were more than about 20 percent of her 
household’s income. Her family’s expenses far exceeded their income of 300 dinars 
($423). “The way I understand it is that they’re saying that 300 dinars are enough to 
live,” she said.   
 
Fatima was rejected all three times she re-applied for Takaful.  “After that [the third] 
attempt, I stopped applying, there’s nothing I can do,” she said. She suspected that 
she did not qualify because she was married to a non-citizen, but there was no way to 
know. She submitted an appeal online. NAF affirmed its original decision but did not 
explain why she was not selected for cash transfers.  
 
This experience deepened Fatima’s disillusionment with government programs and 
reminded her of her struggle to renew her health insurance. She explained: 
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They asked me to stamp my insurance from social security [the 
Ministry of Social Development] to show that I don’t receive a salary 
from them, then the land department [the Department of Land and 
Survey] to prove that I don’t own any, then the Driver and Vehicle 
Licensing Department in Sahab to prove that I don’t own any cars, in 
addition to a medical report to prove that my husband was sick. Why 
do they ask for all of these papers? They asked for a lot of papers and I 
had to go around to different areas, and needed money for 
transportation so I just canceled it [the insurance]. Everything in the 
country is complicated, nothing is easy here. 

 

Unpredictable Benefit 
Several people told Human Rights Watch that they experienced temporary disruptions to 
their benefit or were dropped from the program altogether for reasons that eluded them. 
This unpredictability hinders the ability of beneficiaries to budget effectively, contrary to 
the goal of the government and the World Bank to create social protection programs that 
build long-term financial resilience.195 It also conflicts with the Bank’s guidance that cash 
transfers should be “predictable and regular.”196   
 
Khaled and Manal, a couple in Amman, both 42 years old, said that their payments 
stopped abruptly for two months in 2022. They believe that the payments were halted 
because their son got a temporary job paying the minimum wage, 260 dinars ($367) per 
month.197 The payments re-started after they updated their online account to reflect that 
their son had lost his job. NAF disputed that something like this could occur, stating that it 
permits beneficiary households to stay on the benefit for a year in the event that a 
household member becomes formally employed.198 This disruption, whatever its cause, 

 
195 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025”, p.10; World Bank, Charting a 
Course Towards Universal Social Protection. 
196 Margaret Grosh, “Cash Transfers: Theme and Variations,” World Bank, October 29, 2019, 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/273671575490390357-
0160022019/original/SPJCC19SSND2S3GroshChoicesinCashTransfers.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
197 Human Rights Watch interviews with Khaled and Manal in Amman, October 6, 2022. 
198 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023.  
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increased the couple’s skepticism of the program. “They don’t tell you when the payment 
is and what amount it is, so we don’t depend on it,” Manal said.  
  
A day laborer in Marka said that his hardships worsened after he was unexpectedly cut off 
from Takaful. “I haven’t paid rent in seven months…there’s no food…There’s no income at 
all,” he the day laborer said. “They cut off the electricity so I connected illegally because I 
can’t live like this…It’s been a month since we’ve tasted chicken.”199 The man said he 
believed that he lost the benefit because his son secured a job which, if true, would be 
inconsistent with NAF’s policy of a one-year grace period.  
 
Some households that received emergency cash transfers under Takaful-2 or Takaful-3 did 
not qualify for subsequent cash transfers, which have more stringent targeting 
requirements. Walaa, a resident of Baqaa Camp, said that her family’s income is not nearly 
enough to cover their living expenses. Although she qualified for cash transfers in 2020 
and 2021, she did not qualify in 2022. Walaa struggled to make sense of this rejection:  
 

The difference between when we first applied and now? Honestly, the 
expenses increased. At first, we were four people when we applied, and the 
second time, we were five people, and this increased our expenses. My 
youngest daughter – 4 months old – she refused my milk, so I had to get 
her formula. This time we are in a smaller house than the one before it 
even…our income doesn’t cover our expenses. Sometimes, we can’t pay 
what we need to pay.200 

 
The destabilizing effects of benefit disruptions are also evident among the scores of 
beneficiaries that flood NAF and social media forums with appeals for help after their 
benefit is cut. In October 2022, NAF told Human Rights Watch that it had received 
approximately 100,000 appeals since January. The agency attributed the high volume of 
complaints to the tightening of eligibility and targeting restrictions.201 
 

 
199  Human Rights Watch interview with a day laborer in Marka, Amman, October 17, 2022. 
200 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Walaa, May 19, 2022. 
201 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, October 9, 2022. 
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In the two Facebook groups where discussions about the program took place, fifty of the 
395 posts and comments that Human Rights Watch collected and analyzed between April 
and October 2022 indicate that the user had lost their benefit.202 Many of these users did 
not understand why they had been dropped from the program, and some expressed 
confusion and despair at the loss of support.  
 
The Bank has implicitly acknowledged that beneficiaries are sometimes caught off guard 
when they are dropped from the program. It told Human Rights Watch that “NAF is 
exploring methods of notifying beneficiaries that are subsequently excluded from Takaful 
of their changed status in a more timely manner, prior to the cessation of payments.”203  
 

Inadequate Verification 
NAF relies on home visits to verify the data submitted by applicants, correct errors, and 
adjust people’s ranking during the poverty targeting process as needed. These visits might 
surface, for example, that an applicant who claims to be living in a tent is in fact living in 
an apartment.204 The NUR is updated accordingly, and the algorithm re-ranks the applicant 
based on the new input. In practice, this safeguard is not foolproof and can introduce 
human bias. Three families shared with Human Rights Watch that they were asked to 
provide stereotypical evidence of their poverty. During a virtual home visit, Khaled and 
Manal said that the interviewer asked them to focus their camera on “something that 
shows that you are really in need, something messy.”205 Osama, 50, also said that the 
interviewer scrutinized the state of his furniture. “If it’s good, they will reject [your 
application].”206 A woman in al-Qadsiya said that a NAF representative visited their house 
and took pictures, including the ceiling, “focusing on whether or not the house is good 
enough to be lived in.”207 
 

 
 ,🇯🇯🇯🇯 private Facebook group, https://www.facebook.com/groups/760970098161821/ (accessed May 5 الدعم  النقدي الموحد 202
 public Facebook group, https://www.facebook.com/groups/1009317962940729/, (accessed May مہلتہقہى ألأصہدقہاء ;(2023
5, 2023). 
203 Letter from World Bank to Human Rights Watch, May 24, 2023.  
204 Ibid. 
205 Human Rights interview with Khaled and Manal in Amman, Oct 7, 2022.  
206 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Osama, Oct 8, 2022.  
207 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with a resident in al-Qadsiya, January 17, 2023.  
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NAF confirmed that it may “photograp[h] parts of the house” during these visits and that it 
considers providing households with additional support if the visit surfaces new evidence 
of the “severity of poverty and their standard of living.” It also said that these visits take 
place with the applicant’s consent.208   
 
NAF has also conceded that the applicant profiles generated by the NUR may be out of date 
if people do not update their information at the relevant government agencies (for 
example, if an applicant forgets to update the Ministry of Industry about the closure of 
their supermarket).209 Outdated registry data can interfere with the accurate assessment of 
claims. A man in Burbaita, whose application for Takaful was denied, said government 
records showed that he owned a car, even though he had transferred ownership fifteen 
days earlier.210   
 

Appeals 
Mechanisms for appealing and sharing grievances about automated decisions should be 
clear, transparent, and accessible, ensuring that people can quickly correct errors, address 
questions, and remedy unfairness. NAF told Human Rights Watch that people can “amend 
[their] data and request support through multiple channels, such as the online form 
available through NAF’s website, through phone at NAF’s support center, through the 
National Call Center, or by visiting any of NAF’s field branches (there are 42 main branches 
and 26 secondary branches across Jordan).”  
 
However, many Takaful applicants are not aware that NAF provides them the right to 
appeal eligibility and targeting decisions, or how to submit an appeal. According to NAF 
and UNICEF’s 2020 survey of Takaful applicants, 75 percent were unaware that they had 
the right to share feedback and complaints about the registration process, and 67 percent 
did not know that NAF’s Takaful helpline existed.211  
 

 
208 Letter from NAF to Human Rights Watch, May 29, 2023. 
209 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” 
November 2021, p. 43. 
210 Human Rights Watch interview with C in Burbaita, January 17, 2023. 
211 NAF and UNICEF, “National Aid Fund Takaful Programme,” p. 27. 
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Human Rights Watch’s analysis of the two main Facebook groups focused on Takaful also 
indicates that many people find the appeals process confusing and unclear. Fifty-seven of 
the 395 posts and comments between April and October 2022 raised questions about the 
appeals process, such as whether they were eligible to appeal a determination, and how 
long they had to wait for a response. Some posts and comments also asked other users 
and group administrators to explain to them text messages they received from NAF after 
they submitted an appeal.  
 
Several people Human Rights Watch interviewed recounted frustrating experiences 
submitting appeals. Misha’al, who lives in Dhiban, spent half a day trying to find out why 
his Takaful payments stopped, but to no avail.212 His local MOSD office told him that he 
had to lodge an appeal at the NAF office in Madaba, about ninety minutes away from his 
home. When he arrived at the NAF office, it was overcrowded and dozens of people were 
waiting ahead of him in the queue. He gave up on trying to appeal and went home.  
 
Atef tried to appeal the second time he was rejected from Takaful but received conflicting 
responses.213 The NAF supervisor in his area told him that he had been rejected because 
the employee conducting home visits could not find his home. When he tried to call NAF, 
an employee told him it was “too late” to appeal. The NAF supervisor agreed to fax his 
appeal to the agency’s office in Amman, but he has not heard back.   
 
These challenges may stem in part from the lack of resources available to staff helplines 
and appeals mechanisms. NAF said that it has assigned 107 employees to implement 
Takaful.214 Even if all 107 employees were assigned to handle the 100,000 Takaful-related 
appeals it received between January and October 2022, each employee would have to 
process 934 appeals within this period. 
 
According to WFP, it helped NAF establish a call center to handle appeals and feedback but 
this call center, which handles almost 30,000 calls monthly, is only staffed with 13 
operators.215 NAF told Human Rights Watch that it has “trained a team of employees 
capable of responding to all grievances, and the response rate reached 98%.” However, 

 
212 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Misha‘al, October 8, 2022. 
213 Human Rights Watch interview by phone with Atef, June 6, 2022.  
214Ibid. 
215 Letter from WFP to Human Rights Watch, May 16, 2023.  
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this response rate does not reflect whether staff are equipped to meaningfully address 
people’s concerns, questions, and feedback.216   
 

Digital Divide 
Takaful’s registration process is digital by default. The government has established an 
online portal for people to submit and update their application, and applicants are notified 
whether they have qualified through the portal or via text message. But these digital 
processes are difficult or impossible to navigate for people who are unable to afford a 
smart phone or a computer, or who do not know how to use one. According to GSMA, 35 
percent of Jordan’s population still lack access to mobile broadband, and 21 percent lack 
access to cell phones entirely.217  
 
“Who needs the money? The people who really don’t know how to apply or don’t have 
internet and computer access,” said Aseel, who helped six other families in her community 
apply for Takaful.218 A day laborer in Marka explained why it is unrealistic for him to apply 
online: “I need to have a touch telephone to apply for support. Where am I supposed to get 
one from? It costs 200 dinars ($282), who has 200 dinars to spend on a telephone?”219 
 
The evidentiary requirements imposed by poverty targeting complicate the goal of making 
online registration inclusive. The application questions, some of which are critical to 
Takaful’s targeting accuracy, require a level of literacy that increases the challenge of 
applying online. According to a May 2020 survey of 450 Takaful applicants and 
beneficiaries conducted by UNICEF, while 57.4 percent of respondents rated the 
questionnaire “easy” or “very easy,” a significant minority appeared to struggle with at 
least some of the questions: 21 percent rated the difficulty level as “medium,” and 21.7 
percent found it “hard” or “very hard.”220 
 
A separate survey of 3,203 families commissioned by NAF and UNICEF in February and 
March 2020 also indicated geographical disparities in people’s comfort level with applying 

 
216 Letter from World Bank to Human Rights Watch, May 24, 2023.  
217 “Jordan,” GSMA Mobile Connectivity Index, accessed May 5, 2022, 
https://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/connectivityIndex.html.  
218 Human Rights Watch interview with Aseel in Amman, October 7, 2022. 
219 Human Rights Watch interview with day laborer in Marka, Amman, October 17, 2021. 
220 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3),” p. 40. 
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online: 74 percent of respondents in the south reported that they applied for the program 
at a registration center established by NAF, compared to 28 percent of respondents in the 
central region, where Amman is located.221 Human Rights Watch also found that people 
living outside the city of Amman are more likely to need in-person support. Three of the 
eight residents of the capital city that discussed the online application process said they 
needed in-person support, compared to seven of eight living on the outskirts of Amman or 
in another governorate.   
 
Abdullah, who received Takaful in 2020 but was rejected when he applied again in 2021, 
was among the applicants who found that the “questions were very difficult” because he 
“wasn’t able to read very well.”222 Atef, who lives in Zarqa and applied for Takaful twice, 
agreed, lamenting that “even Tawjihi [the national secondary education examination] is 
not that hard.”223 The adjustments people frequently need to make to their income and 
expense figures to ensure that their application will be considered further complicate  
the process. 
 
The time and effort needed for people to assemble supporting documents that verify their 
application prolong the registration process, potentially delaying access to the benefit. A 
man in Burbaita who applied for Takaful through the NAF office in Tafilah said that he 
spent around six months gathering the necessary documents to complete his application, 
including a medical report demonstrating that his wife had been diagnosed with 
cirrhosis.224 He began receiving Takaful payments only a year after he applied. Motasem 
was unable to enroll in Takaful-2 until he persuaded his landlord to formalize their 
arrangement in a rental agreement.225 When he submitted the agreement, NAF asked him 
to list a house number. “There are no house numbers in rural areas. So, I had to put a 
random house number,” Motasem said.   
 
The government has made a significant effort to help people overcome these challenges, 
but this may still be insufficient to bridge the digital divide. NAF has 68 offices around the 

 
221 NAF and UNICEF, “National Aid Fund Takaful Programme,” p. 25. 
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country serving a population of 11.15 million, or one office for every 169,000 people.226 To 
enhance its coverage, the agency said it set up an additional 290 registration centers, and 
dispatched mobile registration bus units to border towns and extremely rural areas.227 But 
the agency told Human Rights Watch that it is planning to wind down these services, as it 
believes that more people are becoming comfortable with applying online.228   
 
An activist In Burbaita confirmed that he had seen a NAF vehicle visiting tents in the area 
to register people for Takaful, but that these visits were infrequent: he first spotted the 
vehicle in 2021 and did not see it again until January 2023.229 Moreover, he said that 
people in the area travel to the NAF office in Tafilah to follow up on their application and 
provide supporting documentation, which is around 25 km away. “People who don’t have 
cars have a hard time because they have to wait for anyone with a car to go with them,” he 
said. “If not, they have to walk to the street and find a car that is willing to drive them all 
the way up.”230  
 
Difficulties applying for and managing the benefit online have spawned an informal 
economy of intermediaries – usually maktabehs and mobile phone shops that line town 
centers across the country – that help people apply and withdraw their benefit for a fee. 
“People who approach maktabehs are people who don’t know how to use technology,” 
said Eyad, an employee at a maktabeh in Baqaa’ camp.231  
 
These costs add up. Since Takaful’s online portal was loading too slowly on Misha’al’s 
smart phone, he traveled from his home in Dhiban to a maktabeh in Madaba – around a 
45-minute drive – to submit his application.232 He paid 2 dinars ($2.82) for the bus to 
Madaba, and another 3 dinars ($4.23) for the maktabeh’s assistance. When his 
application was approved, Misha’al paid a mobile phone shop 3 dinars to withdraw his 
benefit, on top of the administrative fee of half a dinar ($0.70) levied by the e-wallet 
company.  

 
226 Human Rights Watch interview with the NAF, May 30, 2023. 
227 Ibid. 
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These fees also reflect the financial burden imposed by the mobile payments process, 
which was established to increase financial inclusion.233 Conventional banking services 
are out of reach for most low-income Jordanians: According to the Department of Statistics, 
only 4.7 percent of women and 24.4 percent of men in the lowest wealth quintiles own and 
use bank accounts.234 To expand access to payments, the government and the World Bank 
have invested heavily in e-wallet applications.235 People can open e-wallet accounts on 
their mobile phones with any major cell phone provider in Jordan, and use their e-wallet to 
pay bills, buy goods and services, and deposit or withdraw cash. NAF told Human Rights 
Watch that most beneficiaries access their benefit payments through e-wallets.236 
 
According to NAF, 83 percent of beneficiaries reported cashing out their payments as 
opposed to paying bills using the e-wallet application or conducting online transfers.237 
NAF also told Human Rights Watch that all e-wallet payment service providers charge a 
standard rate of half a dinar per withdrawal.238 One beneficiary added that her e-wallet 
provider capped the amount per withdrawal to 96 dinars ($135), requiring her to make and 
pay for additional withdrawals to access their entire benefit payment.239  
 
The cost of accessing e-wallet payments is higher for people living far away from cash-out 
points. A May 2020 survey conducted by UNICEF found that the distance between people’s 
homes and cash-out points was the second most common challenge facing beneficiaries 
when they tried to withdraw their payments.240 A NAF employee in Tafilah Governorate said 
that the nearest bank or cash out point in Jurf al-Darawish, for example, is in al-Husainya, 
which is 13 km away, or al-Hasa, 25 km away. “In these villages, the e-wallet arrangement 
isn’t very convenient for people because of lack of access to service providers. Most 
people here receive [the benefit] through their bank accounts,” the employee said.241   

 
233  World Bank, “Project Information Document Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer COVID19 Response Project,” p. 10. 
234 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Department of Statistics and ICF, “Jordan Population and Family and Health Survey 2017-
2018,”2019, https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR346/FR346.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). pp. 247-248. 
235 World Bank, “Project Information Document Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer COVID19 Response Project,” p. 10. 
236 Human Rights Watch interview with NAF, Amman, October 9, 2022. 
237 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3)”, p. 45. 
238 Three families told Human Rights Watch that they paid more than half a dinar for each withdrawal: interviews with Hiba 
and Abdullah in Amman, October 7, 2022 (who paid 2 dinars per withdrawal), and Khaled and Manal in Amman, October 7, 
2022 (who paid 2 dinars per withdrawal), and Abdullah, May 19, 2022 (who paid 1 dinar per withdrawal).  
239 Human Rights Watch interview with “Shahnaz” in Dhiban, October 8, 2022. 
240 World Bank, “Jordan Emergency Cash Transfer Project Additional Financing Rapid Social Assessment (Version 3)”, p. 47. 
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Nayef, who lives in Jurf al-Darawish, was enrolled in Takaful in 2021. He traveled 25 km to 
al-Hasa, or 26 km to Tafilah, to withdraw his benefit payment at a mobile phone shop or a 
bank. Taking the public bus to Al-Hasa took him between one to two hours. If he visited 
Tafilah instead, he left at 7 in the morning and did not return till 2 in the afternoon.242   
 
A man in Burbaita said that, whenever he receives a text alert from NAF that his benefit 
payment is ready, he tries to arrange with drivers of public buses to make a stop at his 
neighborhood so that he can commute to the Cairo Amman Bank in al-Eis to withdraw the 
money. If the bus does not come, he tries to hitchhike or, as a last resort, rent a car for the 
day, which costs 15 dinars ($21).243  
 
To withdraw her household’s payment, “Shahnaz” (not her real name), who lives in 
Dhiban, had to arrange and pay for a bus to a mobile phone shop in the town center, which 
charges 3 dinars ($4.23) to assist her with the withdrawal.244 Sukiman paid 3 dinars 
($4.23) for a bus ride from his home in Dhiban to a mobile phone shop in Madaba, which 
also charged 3 dinars ($4.23) to process the withdrawal.245 Ibrahim, who lives in Zarqa, 
said he would pay 5 dinars ($7) to travel to a mobile phone shop to make withdrawals, and 
sometimes more during peak hour traffic.246  
 
Abdullah was incredulous at the costs of withdrawing a benefit that barely made a dent on 
his family’s living expenses. He said:  
 

When they give me three months [of the benefit], it was already little and for 
them to take fees? The most I ever received was 124 dinars ($175), and then 
when I want to withdraw, I got 121 dinars…What do 121 dinars ($171) do? 
Nothing. The poor always stay poor.247 

 
In response to a request for comment, the World Bank acknowledged that, “in some 
cases…there are minimal costs for withdrawing the benefit due to the regulations of 

 
242 Human Rights Watch interview Nayef, Jurf al-Darawish, January 16, 2023. 
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 65 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

private sector agents,” and it is working with NAF and the Central Bank of Jordan to 
address this challenge. The Bank’s assessment, however, did not appear to account for 
the travel costs and mobile phone shop fees that some people incur to cash out their 
payments. NAF also told Human Rights Watch that it is working with the Ministry of Interior 
to crack down on maktabehs that charge excessive fees to help people submit their 
application. “Half a dinar to one dinar [$0.70 - $1.41] is okay, but beyond that, they 
shouldn’t [charge],” the NAF official said.248  
 

Mistrust and Suspicion 
Multiple studies have found that targeted cash transfer programs risk creating the 
perception that the government agencies administering them are being arbitrary or unfair, 
generating suspicion of people who benefit and undermining trust in the government.249 
The World Bank has admitted that Proxy Means Testing, the targeting method that Takaful 
is modeled after, “can seem mysterious and arbitrary to some.”250 In some cases, 
researchers have documented the frustration and resentment people experience when 
they do not understand why others receive benefits that are denied to them, fueling a 
breakdown in social trust that has been linked to spikes in crime, conflict and violence.251 
 
Fourteen people that Human Rights Watch interviewed expressed skepticism of Takaful’s 
targeting process. “There are people who have everything and good income and they get 
support, and there are people who cannot find something to eat, and they don’t get it. It’s 
all random,” said Walaa.252 “There is a guy who receives 560 dinars ($790) in retirement, 
and I applied for him and he still received it [Takaful],” said Atef. “There are people who 
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don’t deserve the support who get it.”253 A longtime resident of Faisaliyah observed that 
people were discouraged from applying when many people they knew were turned down 
from the program. “They lost hope,” the resident said.254    
 
The program’s haphazard restrictions on income, expenses, and assets have heightened 
the impression that the government is out of touch with people’s needs and hardships. 
Eyad, the maktabeh employee, blamed this disconnect partly on the government’s reliance 
on automated targeting. “It should not be just these algorithms that are assessing 
people’s needs, they should be individually assessing cases,” he said.255 Aseel echoed 
this sentiment, urging NAF to “put in more effort to review applications and see the 
conditions and circumstances that people live in.” She said:  

 

If the government is in front of me right now, it would be useful for them to 
feel the life pressures we feel living in Jordan. Everyone has to juggle 
several jobs. I don’t have time to see my family anymore. I don’t have time 
to tell my mom how I’m doing because I am too busy. I don’t see my friends 
anymore because I’m too busy working…people are just so desperate.256 

 
The struggle to understand Takaful’s selection of beneficiaries has fueled the perception 
that the program benefits people and families with political connections. Nine of the 
fourteen people told Human Rights Watch that they believed the targeting process was 
tainted by nepotism and corruption. This view was shared among people who were 
rejected from Takaful or had benefited, as well as people who helped others apply. 
“There’s a lot of inequality, said Shahnaz, whose family was finally enrolled in Takaful 
after submitting multiple applications. “People who have connections get money.”257 A 
maktabeh owner in El-Eis said, “some people who come here [to his maktabeh] to apply 
are those who are certain that they will get it, after they have been referred by someone, 
like a relative in the government.”258  
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Human Rights Watch was unable to verify these allegations. But the perception of 
corruption among interviewees raises doubts that the government’s pivot to poverty 
targeting has made its social protection system more transparent and accountable – a key 
goal of its most recent social protection strategy.259  
  

 
259 UNICEF, “Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan National Social Protection Strategy 2019 – 2025”.  
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III. The Way Forward 
 
Redesigning Jordan’s social assistance schemes to reflect the principles of universal social 
protection will alleviate or fix many of the problems identified in this report and establish 
lasting and meaningful protections for people’s rights, including the right to social 
security. Because eligibility requirements for universal programs are category-based (e.g., 
benefits are provided to all households with children under a certain age or all older 
persons above the statutory retirement age), they are easier to understand, apply for, and 
verify.260 They also eliminate the need for subjective and error-prone assessments about 
people’s income and welfare. Transparent and objectively verifiable criteria may assuage 
mistrust and suspicion about the government’s management of social protection 
programs.  
 
Implementing universal schemes would still require the government to conduct identity 
and documentation checks to verify that applicants are who they say they are, and other 
basic details such as their age and residence. The government should work with the Bank 
and its international partners to ensure that these processes maximize the inclusion of 
people who experience challenges obtaining identification, avoid relying on risky 
biometric technologies such as facial recognition, and incorporate robust privacy and data 
protection safeguards.261 Designed in line with these standards, universal schemes would 
meaningfully reduce the evidentiary burden on people applying for benefits and sensitive 
data collected about them.   
 
The social protection consultancy Development Pathways has estimated that introducing a 
modest package of universal child, disability and old age benefits in Jordan will cost 280 
million dinars (US$394.9 million), or less than 1 percent of GDP, during the first year of the 
program, and increase to slightly above 2 percent by 2035.262  

 
260 UNESCAP and Development Pathways, “Towards universal social protection,” 2022, 
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Towards-Universal-Social-Protection-compressed-
2.pdf (accessed May 5, 2023). 
261 Access Now, “#WhyID, An open letter to the leaders of international development banks, the United Nations, 
international aid organisations, funding agencies, and national governments,” 
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During the transition to universal schemes, the government should work with the Bank and 
international partners to adopt interim measures to expand and improve Takaful, such as 
by expanding coverage to families of people with temporary Jordanian passports, non-
citizen spouses, and children of Jordanian women. To enable meaningful public scrutiny of 
the program, it should conduct and make public regular audits of the targeting algorithm 
for as long as it is operational. These audits should, at a minimum, assess the rate at 
which the targeting algorithm excludes households from cash transfers in error, the 
reasons for such errors, and the corrective measures taken.  
 
This report’s findings also highlight the need for the World Bank to take concrete steps 
toward realizing its vision of achieving universal social protection by 2030.263 It should 
immediately cease developing or recommending projects to establish poverty targeted 
programs, including those to introduce or upgrade social registries and other poverty 
targeting infrastructure. Instead, it should focus its financing and technical assistance on 
information systems and other technologies required to support universal social 
protection schemes, such as population registries and vital statistics databases, ensuring 
that these are developed in line with privacy and data protection standards. For existing 
projects with poverty targeting objectives, it should work with borrower governments to 
revise these objectives and budget allocations to prioritize universal social protection.  
  

 
263 “Homepage,” USP2030, accessed May 5, 2023, https://usp2030.org/. 
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IV. Legal Standards 
 
International human rights law recognizes and protects the right to social security. Article 
9 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and 
Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) recognize the right of 
everyone to social security. Jordan ratified the ICESCR in 1975.264  
 
Jordan has also ratified the ILO’s Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 
(No. 102), which establishes minimum standards for the provision of social security 
benefits during life cycle contingencies such as old age, unemployment, and disability,265 
and the ILO Equality of Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 1962 (No. 118), under 
which it has accepted obligations of equality of treatment between nationals and non-
nationals in specific branches of social security.266  
 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
which Jordan ratified in 1992, requires states parties to ensure that women are treated 
equally with men, including with regard to their rights to social security, family benefits, 
and the right of rural women to benefit directly from social protection, and to modify laws, 
regulations and practices that discriminate against women.267  
 

 
264 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A 
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rights (accessed May 5, 2023); Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted December 10, 1948, G.A. Res. 
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Jordan’s Constitution does not explicitly provide for the right to social security. Article 23 of 
the Constitution recognizes elements of that right, including the right of workers 
“supporting families” to “[s]pecial compensation” in the event of dismissal, illness, and 
work-related emergencies, and upon old age.268 The National Aid Fund Law, No. 36 of 1986, 
outlines the responsibilities of NAF, including their responsibility to provide social 
assistance to eligible people or families.269 However, the law limits the provision of 
support to Jordanian nationals, in conflict with the government’s obligation to ensure 
equal treatment of nationals and non-nationals.270    
 
As a UN specialized agency, the World Bank has an obligation to respect and promote 
human rights.271 The Bank has itself recognized that “creating the conditions for the 
attainment of human rights” is a “central and irreducible goal” of its development 
agenda.272 Although the Articles of Agreement, which govern the Bank’s activities, restrict 
its decision-making to “economic considerations” and prohibits political interference, the 
Bank has interpreted this mandate to include the protection and advancement of human 
rights through reducing poverty.273 As a result, its lending decisions “are based on the 
quality of the project, and the effectiveness of the programs in reducing poverty.”274  
 
Normative standards on the right to social security provide guidance to the Jordanian 
government on how it should implement its domestic commitments on social security in 
line with its international human rights obligations. These standards are also relevant to 

 
268 Constitution of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, January 1, 1952, https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/3ae6b53310.pdf  
(accessed May 5, 2023).  
269 National Aid Fund Law, No. 36 of 1986, https://www.fao.org/faolex/results/details/en/c/LEX-FAOC203291/ (accessed 
May 5, 2023). 

270 ILO, “Legislative and Policy Coherence on the Extension of Social Security Coverage in Jordan,” November 27, 2022, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/legislative-and-policy-coherence-extension-social-security-coverage-jordan (accessed 
May 5, 2023), p. 7.  
271 For analysis of the World Bank’s human rights obligations, see Human Rights Watch, Abuse-Free Development: How the 
World Bank Should Safeguard Against Human Rights Violations (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2013), 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/07/22/abuse-free-development/how-world-bank-should-safeguard-against-human-
rights.  
272 World Bank, “Human Rights: The Role of the World Bank.” 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/820031468767358922/text/multi0page.txt (accessed May 5, 2023). 
273 Ibid.; World Bank Articles of Agreement, entered into force June 27, 2012, 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/722361541184234501-0330022018/original/IBRDArticlesOfAgreementEnglish.pdf 
(accessed May 5, 2023), Article IV, Section 10.  
274 World Bank, “Human Rights: The Role of the World Bank.” 
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the World Bank’s role in advancing economic and social rights through as the structuring 
and implementation of social protection loans.  
 
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), the treaty body that 
monitors implementation of and issues authoritative interpretations of the ICESCR, has 
recognized that the right to social security is “of central importance in guaranteeing human 
dignity for all persons.”275 It is an essential precondition of the right to an adequate 
standard of living and other rights, including the right to adequate food established under 
Article 11 of the ICESCR.276 According to the Committee, states have a “core obligation” to 
“ensure the satisfaction of … minimum essential levels” of the right to social security. This 
obligation encompasses the duty to use “maximum available resources” that ensure 
“minimum essential level of benefits to all individuals and families that will enable them 
to acquire at least essential health care, basic shelter and housing, water and sanitation, 
foodstuffs, and the most basic forms of education.”277 
 
The Committee recognizes both universal and targeted non-contributory schemes as 
possible ways to implement the right to social security.278 But this report and multiple 
other studies indicate that providing a range of benefits to people during periods of their 
lives when their economic and social rights are particularly at risk, such as childbirth, 
unemployment, and old age, is necessary to discharge a state’s obligation to ensure 
“minimum essential level of benefits” to everyone.279 Targeted programs remain a viable 
option for expanding social protection coverage once effective universal programs have 
been established.  
 
In the absence of universal programs such as universal child and old age pension benefits, 
Takaful in its current form does not sufficiently meet Jordan’s obligations to ensure the 
right to social security. The World Bank’s approach to social protection financing, which 

 
275 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 19, The Right to Social Security, U.N Doc. 
E/C.12/GC/19 (2008), para. 1. 
276 See ibid., para. 28.  
277 Ibid., para. 59(a). 
278 Ibid., para. 4.  
279 Stephen Kidd and Diloá Athias, “Hit and Miss: An assessment of targeting effectiveness in social protection with 
additional analysis,” Development Pathways, June 2020, https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/publications/hit-and-
miss-an-assessment-of-targeting-effectiveness-in-social-protection (accessed May 5, 2023); Anne Della Guardia, Milli Lake, 
and Pascale Schnitzer, “Selective inclusion in cash transfer programs: Unintended consequences for social cohesion.” World 
development (2022): 157, accessed May 5,2023, doi: 10.1016/j.worlddev.2022.105922. 
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heavily favors poverty targeting despite mounting evidence of its inadequacy and 
arbitrariness, is not only inconsistent with its mandate to pursue evidence-based 
measures for effectively reducing poverty, but also at odds with its obligation to respect 
and promote the right to social security.  
 
The problems documented in this report also show that the use of algorithmic decision-
making to facilitate poverty targeting poses heightened risks to the right to social security. 
Relying on flawed proxies of household need and inaccurate household data to identify 
beneficiaries – as Takaful does – fails to ensure that qualifying conditions for benefits are 
“reasonable, proportionate and transparent.”280 The frequent upheaval of people’s 
benefits is at odds with the Committee’s recommendation that the “withdrawal, reduction, 
or suspension of benefits should be based on grounds that are reasonable, subject to due 
process, and provided for in national law.”281 Misplaced confidence in the accuracy of 
poverty targeting algorithms can also lead to under-investment in appeals and grievance 
mechanisms, undermining people’s ability to challenge errors and unfairness in the 
targeting process.  
 
In 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights also highlighted 
other risks of automated benefits programs, warning that the “robotic application of rules” 
may unfairly withdraw or reduce benefits when people experience sudden changes in life 
circumstances, eliminate opportunities for “meaningful questioning or clarification” of 
eligibility determinations, and create a dehumanizing and “degrading” environment for 
beneficiaries.282 Human Rights Watch has found that these problems exacerbate the 
mental health impacts of poverty, interfering with the right to the highest attainable 
standard of mental health established under Article 12(1) of the ICESCR.283 
  

 
280 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 19, The Right to Social Security, para. 24.  
281 Ibid., para. 24. 
282 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Philip Alston, on the 
digital welfare state, A/74/48037, October 11, 2019, 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Poverty/A_74_48037_AdvanceUneditedVersion.docx (accessed May 5, 2023), 
paras. 50 – 56.  
283 Human Rights Watch, Automated Hardship: How the Tech-Driven Overhaul of the UK’s Social Security System Worsens 
Poverty (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2020), https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/09/29/automated-hardship/how-tech-
driven-overhaul-uks-social-security-system-worsens, Chapter IV.  
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Letter to GIZ, May 8, 2023 
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Letter to the Minister of Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation,  
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Letter to the National Aid Fund (NAF), September 26, 2022 
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Letter to the National Aid Fund (NAF), May 11, 2023 
 
Dear Mrs. Khitam Salim Al-Shinikat:   
 
Human Rights Watch is currently conducting research into the impact of recent economic 
reforms and external shocks on people’s economic, social, and cultural rights in Jordan. In 
October 2022, we met with NAF officials regarding one aspect of this research: the 
automated vetting, selection, and payment of beneficiaries under Takaful, a cash transfer 
program financed by the World Bank. In this letter, we are:  
 

1. Sharing a summary of our findings on the automation of Takaful, which will be 
published in late May or early June 2023. To ensure that we are able to reflect your 
reviews in our reporting, we would appreciate any comments you wish to share 
regarding these findings to by May 17, 2023.  
 

2. Informing you of separate research related to the lending policies of International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) in Jordan, which will be published in the fourth quarter of 
2023. As part of that research, we have posed a series of questions below. We 
would appreciate a response to these questions by May 31, 2023. 

 
Request for Comment on Human Rights Watch’s findings on Takaful  
 
Drawing on 70 interviews with Takaful applicants and beneficiaries, Jordanian government 
officials, and community activists, our research found that Takaful’s targeting algorithm is 
leading to cash transfer decisions that undermine people’s rights to social security, and 
related rights to food, housing, and an adequate standard of living. Human Rights Watch 
specifically found that some of the algorithm’s indicators were inconclusive or inaccurate 
measures of household income and welfare:  
 

- Higher rates of water and electricity consumption do not necessarily imply that a 
household has higher income, as the algorithm has been programmed to assume. 
In fact, the opposite can be true, since lower-income families are more likely to live 
in dwellings with poor thermal insulation and use older, more energy-intensive 
appliances.   
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- People Human Rights Watch interviewed said that owning cars and businesses 
effectively disqualified them from Takaful. But car owners that were disqualified 
said that their cars were very old or that they had no money for petrol. Some car 
owners also needed their car for work, to transport essentials, or support children 
with disabilities. Owners of small shops said they were suffering steep losses and 
heavily in debt. 

 
- The formula for calculating household size is a proxy for gender and citizenship 

discrimination. This calculation, which is based only on the number of Jordanian 
members in the household, artificially shrinks the size of households headed by 
Jordanian women with non-citizen spouses and children, because the law does not 
recognize their right to pass on citizenship to these family members on an equal 
basis with men. 

 
Human Rights Watch also found that Takaful relies on inaccurate and unreliable household 
data to estimate people’s income. When people declare on the online application that they 
have no income, or living expenses that exceed their income, the online portal prevents 
them from submitting their application. This restriction fails to recognize how people 
scramble to make ends meet, and forces them to inflate income or reduce expense figures 
to submit an application.  
 
Our research also examined the monthly process of “re-filtering” beneficiaries based on 
changes to their income and welfare, whether self-reported or recorded in the National 
Unified Registry, Jordan’s social registry. Human Rights Watch found that this cycles 
people in and out of Takaful based on small changes in their financial situation (such as 
when a household member obtains a temporary minimum wage job), making the benefit 
unpredictable and hindering people’s ability to budget effectively.  
 
Human Rights Watch examined two main safeguards against inaccuracy and error: home 
visits and the appeals process. Our research shows that home visits can be prone to 
human bias: people Human Rights Watch interviewed said that they were asked to provide 
stereotypical evidence of their poverty, such as parts of their home that were messy or 
poorly maintained. Human Rights Watch is also concerned that the appeals process is 
significantly under-resourced: during our October 9, 2022 meeting, NAF officials said that 
they had staffed the entire program with only 107 employees, even though they received 
100,000 Takaful-related appeals in 2022 alone.    
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Our research also found that the evidentiary requirements imposed by the targeting 
process make it more challenging to apply for the benefit online. Applicants who are 
unable to access NAF offices or temporary registration centers would pay mobile phone 
shops or maktabehs between 1 to 3 Jordanian dinars to help them submit their application. 
Our research also found that beneficiaries were paying these shops between one to 3 
dinars to withdraw benefit payments from their e-wallets, in addition to administrative fees 
between half a dinar to one dinar. People in rural areas told Human Rights Watch that they 
would have to arrange and pay for transport and travel long distances to these shops or 
NAF offices.  
 
Human Rights Watch found that these problems with Takaful are generating suspicion of 
people who benefit and undermining trust in the government. The struggle to understand 
Takaful’s selection of beneficiaries is fueling the belief that the government is out of touch 
with people’s needs and hardships, and the perception (whether accurate or not) that the 
program benefits people and families with political connections.  
 
To ensure that your views are reflected in Human Rights Watch’s public reporting, we 
request your response on the findings above on or before May 17, 2023. 
 
*  
 
Research on lending policies of IMF and Related Questions 
 
We are also currently conducting research that looks at Takaful as a key part of the social 
spending floors included in the current and previous International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
programs in Jordan. 
 
As you are likely aware, the IMF regularly includes social spending floors, often 
incorporating targeted cash transfer programs, in its loan programs as part of a broader 
effort to address their social impacts. Our research examines the effectiveness of this 
approach, with a focus on Jordan. Our findings are based on a careful review of relevant 
documents as well as over 70 interviews with low-income people affected by IMF-driven 
economic reforms, Takaful applicants and recipients, and a range of experts. 
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Interviewees described significant and increasing economic hardship, particularly related 
to their ability to pay for food and electricity. Several people described eating fewer 
nutritional foods such as chicken and fish in recent years, relying more on foods like bread 
and other grains, as prices rose. Many also said they faced regular electricity cuts due to 
an inability to pay. Most people had applied for Takaful, but only a few had been selected 
as beneficiaries, all through the now-expired Covid-19 expansions of the program. People 
described being rejected by Takaful despite inability to pay for adequate food, electricity, 
and other goods and services essential to their human rights. They also expressed deep 
frustration and confusion over the selection process.   
  
We understand that Takaful was designed with the support of UNICEF, the World Food 
Programme and other development partners and with funding from the World Bank. 
Although originally designed to reach 85,000 households, it was expanded during the 
pandemic to temporarily cover 240,000 households in 2020 (“Takaful-2”) and 160,000 
households in 2021 (“Takaful-3”). In 2022, the pandemic expansion expired but the 
original program was expanded to cover 120,000 households. According to World Bank 
project documents, additional funding will enable it to reach 170,000 households in 2023. 
 
To ensure our reporting is accurate and incorporates relevant perspectives, we would 
appreciate a response in writing to the following questions so that we can reflect your 
views in our reporting. We would appreciate a response by May 17, 2023.  
 
Questions 

1. What are the current sources of funding for Takaful’s administration and transfer?  
2. Does NAF expect Takaful to continue to be funded at least at current levels from 

domestic sources after the World Bank project ends? 
3. What role, if any, does UNICEF currently have in the administration of Takaful? 
4. What level of coverage is the Jordanian government planning to ultimately reach 

with its expansion of Takaful? 
5. Is NAF planning to wind down the cash transfer programs that predate Takaful? If 

so, when does it expect these programs to end? 
6. In NAF’s estimation, is Takaful’s current coverage and benefit levels adequate? If 

not, what level of coverage and benefit amount would be adequate and are there 
plans to achieve it? 

7. We understand that the National Social Protection Strategy is based on three 
pillars: decent working conditions and social security; universal high-quality public 
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services including education, healthcare, and services to special-need individuals; 
and social assistance. 

a. What steps has the Jordanian government taken toward achieving the first 
two pillars? 

b. How many people are currently registered for social security? 
c. The minimum wage is set for monthly income and thus excludes workers 

paid based on hourly wages such as agricultural workers, who can make as 
little as 10 dinars per day. Are there plans to institute a minimum hourly 
wage? 

8. We understand the Ministry of Social Development and NAF developed a scheme to 
install solar panels on households that met specific conditions as part of an effort 
to offset price increases from the removal of cross-subsidies on electricity.284 How 
many households have installed functioning solar panels under this program? Are 
there plans to expand this program? 

 
Please add any additional information that you believe would be helpful for us to have a 
comprehensive and accurate understanding of these important issues, and we look 
forward to a written response to these questions by May 31, 2023. 
 
If you have any questions, or to arrange a meeting, please contact me or Hiba Zayadin by 
email.  
 
Thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Adam Coogle  
Deputy Director, Middle East and North Africa Division  
Human Rights Watch 
 
 

 
  

 
284 https://royanews.tv/news/223952 
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Letter to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),  
May 8, 2023 
 

 



 

 99 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 100 

 
  



 

 101 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

Letter to the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), September 13, 2022 
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Letter to the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), May 8, 2023 
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Letter to United States Agency for International Development (USAID),  
May 8, 2023 
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Letter to the World Bank, September 13, 2022 
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Letter to the World Bank, May 8, 2023 
 

 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 124 



 

 125 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 126 



 

 127 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 128 

 
  



 

 129 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

Letter to World Food Programme (WFP), May 8, 2023 
 

 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 130 



 

 131 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 



 

AUTOMATED NEGLECT 132 

 
  



 

 133 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2023 

Annex II: Responses to Human Rights Watch 
 

Response from the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office 
(FCDO), May 16, 2023 
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Response from GIZ, May 21, 2023 
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Response from the National Aid Fund (NAF), May 29, 2023 
 
Response to the Human Rights Watch report 
A draft report prepared by Human Rights Watch on the Takaful, Unified Cash Transfer 
Program  (UCT) and some of the observations received.  
After reviewing the above-mentioned report, we would like to clarify the following: 

- HRW based its criticism of the Takaful Program (UCT) on a sample of the program's 
beneficiaries, (70) beneficiaries, which is not representative of the beneficiaries of 
the UCT program, amounting to (120) thousand families, i.e. its percentage is 
(0.0005). 
 

- Regarding the note mentioned in the report related to the consumption of water and 
electricity, we clarify that the consumption of water and electricity is a sub-indicator 
within a main indicator that is  dwelling characteristics. The targeting formula in the 
Takaful program (UCT) is based on fifty-seven indicators in several areas and each 
has a certain weight. The fields are represented by levels of spending on basic needs, 
family income, housing, health, education, property and assets, family size, and 
geographical area. These indicators are based on the concept of multidimensional 
poverty. 
 

- Determining a household’s eligibility depends on the administrative data obtained 
from the National Unified Registry (NUR). The households are then ranked according 
to the severity of their poverty based on income. The targeting mechanism includes 
an income imputation formula that depends on indicators obtained through the NUR, 
and weights are calculated based on the National Income and Expenditure Survey 
(HIES). This formula does not exclude households from the program, but rather 
works to rank them according to the severity of their poverty, from the least poor to 
the poorest. When applying the formula for ranking beneficiaries according to the 
severity of poverty, the formula depends on the imputed income or the declared 
income, whichever is higher.  
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- Concerning car ownership, and that households were excluded because of owning 
cars, we clarify that according to the instructions of the UCT program, cars were 
classified into the following: 
 
• Cars for people with disabilities are permitted and do not exclude anyone from 

the program, regardless of the manufacturing date of the vehicle (in line with the 
Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities). 

• Cars that were manufactured more than five years prior to the run of the targeting 
formula do not exclude households from the program. 

• Cars that are less than are newer than five years old exclude families from the 
program and are among the general conditions because they indicate a high 
standard of living due to the high price of such cars. 

 
- With respect to small enterprises and that they exclude some households from the 

program, we clarify that active enterprises with a  capital less than JOD3000 are 
allowed and are considered part of the income source of the household. As for 
inactive businesses, they are not captured in the formula (i.e. considered 
nonexistent).  

- The report noted the exclusion of the children of Jordanian women and their spouses 
from the program. We clarify that the UCT and all the NAF’s programs target 
Jordanians who hold the National ID, noting that other parties, such as the Zakat 
Fund, target families regardless of the National ID. 
 

- The report stated that Takaful relies on household’s data that may not be reliable to 
estimate household income. We clarify here that 80% of the data in the registration 
form comes from the NUR, and the rest of the data is filled in by the citizen. With 
respect to income, it is either: 
 
• Formal income recorded in the social security data bases, within the NUR.  
• Informal income declared by the citizen. 
• For the informal income, when the Takaful program was first rolled out in 2019, 

and through auditing, it was found that a large percentage of applicants put their 
income as zero, despite their existing expenses showing a large gap between 
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expenditure and income. Accordingly, an item for expenses was added, which 
allows for a margin of 20% difference between income and expenditures. 

 
- The report indicated that households were excluded from the program as soon as 

one of the family members worked. However, this is inaccurate because NAF adopted 
an economic empowerment policy, which provides a one-year grace period from 
enrolling in social security and two years for new micro-enterprises. During the grace 
period, the income generated from the new formal income is not calculated as part 
of the household’s overall income. Also, even after the expiration of the grace period, 
the household will continue to benefit if there is a poverty gap. 

- Concerning the home visits, we point out here that the visit is considered a stage of 
targeting, and it aims to verify the data included in the application form against on-
the-ground reality. The visit aims at obtaining evidence from households, such as 
photographing parts of the house. The NAF considers additional support to the 
citizen because it reflects the severity of poverty and their standard of living. Note 
that the visit takes place with the consent of the citizen. 

- Regarding the complaints and appeal process, NAF has adopted a system for 
complaints through which the citizen can amend data and request support through 
multiple channels, such as the online form available through NAF’s website, through 
phone at NAF’s support center, through the National Call Center, or by visiting any of 
NAF’s field branches (there are 42 main branches and 26 secondary branches across 
Jordan). NAF also has trained a team of employees capable of responding to all 
grievances, and the response rate reached 98%. Note that the results of the analysis 
of those grievances were mostly inquiries about the stages of the program 
(registration mechanism, visit dates, and payment). 
 

- Regarding the difficulty of registering in the program, we point out that NAF, when it 
launched this program, relied on several channels in the registration process for the 
program, as follows: 
 

o The online registration form of the National Aid Fund. 
o NAF's 42 main branches and 26 secondary branches, across Jordan. 
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o 290 registration centers in areas that are further away from the NAF's 
branches. 

o Mobile registration stations (rapid response bus, which is fully equipped to 
support the registration process). 

 
- Regarding adding administrative fees ranging from half a dinar to a dinar for users 

of wallets, we clarify that the value of the cash-out fees has been unified among all 
e-wallet payment service providers at the rate of half a dinar. As for basic bank 
accounts, they are free of charge. choosing the payment modality is the beneficiaries’ 
choice. In order to support the beneficiaries, NAF required e-wallets companies to 
assign agents for them in various regions of Jordan. 

 As for the questions directly asked: 
- What are the current funding sources for the Takaful program? 

o NAF programs are fully funded through the general budget and have 
increased unprecedentedly from JOD100 million to JOD247 million. The 
government covers this funding using the same mechanisms adopted to 
finance various other programs in the general budget. 

- Does the NAF expect to continue financing Takaful from national sources? 
o The Takaful (UCT) is a major and continuous program of NAF, and work is 

currently underway to merge all cash assistance programs in NAF under the 
umbrella of the UCT.  

- What is the role played by UNICEF in managing Takaful? 
o The role played by providing purely technical support 

- In the field of energy, about seven thousand households have benefited from 
renewable energy programs, in cooperation with the Ministry of Energy, and work is 
continuing. 
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Response from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), May 14, 2023 
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Response from the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF),  
October 6, 2022 
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Response from the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF), May 15, 2023 
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Response from the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), May 25, 2023 
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Response from the World Bank, October 7, 2022 
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Response from the World Bank, May 21, 2023 
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Response from the World Food Programme (WFP), May 16, 2023 
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Governments worldwide are turning to automation to help them deliver essential public services, but outsourcing decisions to 
machines risks depriving people of their social security rights. The World Bank is one of the biggest development actors driving public 
sector automation, particularly in the Global South. In Jordan, the government has worked with the Bank to roll out its flagship cash 
transfer program, which relies on an algorithm to assess which families qualify for the benefit by ranking their economic vulnerability. 
This veneer of statistical objectivity masks a more complicated reality: many people in Jordan are not getting financial support because 
their hardships do not fit the algorithm’s rigid and discriminatory model of what poverty should look like. Some parts of the population 
are also struggling to apply for the benefit online, and paying fees and traveling long distances to cash out their benefit from their e-
wallets. The problems with automating poverty targeting underscore the need for Jordan and other countries to urgently transition to 
universal social protection systems, which eliminate the need for error-prone assessments about people’s financial well-being and 
simplify eligibility.

Automated Neglect 
How The World Bank’s Push to Allocate Cash Assistance Using Algorithms Threatens Rights
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