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1. Introduction
Background
Social isolation and other dramatic steps taken by the Israeli government to slow the spread of 
COVID-19 in Israel have caused significant damage to the economy. At an aggregate level, the GDP fell 
at an annual rate of 7% in the first quarter of 2020 and of 29% in the second quarter. A broad measure of 
unemployment among workers aged 25-65 (including furloughed workers) peaked at 36% at the height 
of the restrictions in April and declined to 11% in July.1

The impact of this economic crisis on the financial situation of Israeli households has been intense and 
persistent. In a July household survey conducted by the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), 41% of 
households reported a deterioration in their economic situation and 55% expressed fear that they would 
be unable to meet their monthly expenses. Twenty-one percent indicated that they or a member of their 
family had reduced their food intake over the previous week (CBS, 2020a).

The difficulties facing Israeli households have come about despite significant steps by the government 
to mitigate the economic impact of the pandemic. The total government spending on COVID-19 
responses planned for 2020 is approximately NIS 150 billion – NIS 100 billion in subsidies, 
unemployment benefits and public consumption, and NIS 50 billion in state-guaranteed funding and 
other financing and cash-flow measures. In addition, the Bank of Israel published guidelines allowing 
households and small businesses to freeze and reorganize payments on bank loans, and prevented 
banks from limiting access to bank accounts of insolvent individuals during the height of the initial 
restrictions until June 2020.

Several previous studies have documented the effects of the economic closures on employment and 
employment income (e.g. CBS, 2020b; Aviram-Nitzan & Zaken, 2020; Ahdut et al., 2020). Yet there is 
little information on how these income losses have affected household spending, standard of living, and 
the ability to cover monthly expenses. There is also little information about differences in these effects 
among different segments of the population. Even less is known about what resources households 
have used to manage during this period, the effect of the crisis on household finances, and the extent 

1   The official unemployment rate from data from the Central Bureau of Statistics’ Labor Force Survey, which does not 
include furloughed workers, was 3% in April and 4.3% in July (CBS, 2020b).
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to which government assistance has helped mitigate the impact of income losses on the households'  
financial well-being. 

Research Questions
The severity of the crisis and the willingness of the government to provide significant economic support 
raises important questions that bear directly on government policy. First, as the economy slowly 
recovered from the lockdown in March and April, how well were Israeli households managing? More 
generally, what was the state of household finances going into the additional lockdown in September? 
Second, how have the various segments of the population been affected by the crisis? What kinds of 
households have lost their ability to cover expenses and maintain their quality of life? Finally, what 
does this imply for how government aid should be directed to help those most in need, especially as 
the government considers its response to the additional economic impact of the September lockdown? 
We attempt to address these questions in the present report and, in future reports, we will examine 
the effects of specific government policies and consider what additional financial resources households 
used to manage through the crisis.
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2. Methodology
Data collection method: To address these questions, we conducted an online survey between August 
16 and 18, 2020, several months after the first closure and the restrictions imposed in March-April, 
and approximately one month before the heightened restrictions imposed in September. The survey was 
conducted among a sample of 1,501 respondents, age 25-70, from the Jewish population in Israel. Data 
collection was conducted with the help of an online panel survey company through a self-administered 
online survey. Respondents were compensated for completing the questionnaire. The survey sample was 
constructed to match the distribution of respondents in the 2019 CBS Social Survey according to age, 
sex, and religiosity of the Jewish population.

Sample limitations. The sample does not represent the Arab population in Israel as it is not properly 
represented in the survey company’s panel. Also, since this was an online survey, the sample likely over-
represents people with digital literacy. In particular, compared to the CBS 2018 Expenditure Survey, 
respondents in our sample appear to be slightly more educated and have a lower income. It is important 
that future surveys be conducted among the Arab population and other groups with low internet usage to 
better understand developments among these populations.

Survey topics. The information collected in the survey included: demographic characteristics, 
employment and employment income, and household expenditure during the pandemic. Our primary 
measure of household financial well-being is the extent to which the household finds it difficult to cover 
its monthly expenses (such as food and utilities).2 The survey also included questions about financial 
vulnerability and the use of financial resources by households during the crisis. Responses to these 
questions will be discussed in future reports.

Data analysis. We examined the information on employment, income and expenditure for three distinct 
time periods: the period before the crisis (February 2020), the period at the height of the restrictions 
(March-April 2020), and the date of the survey (August 2020). For all of the above issues we studied the 
differences between groups based on household income, employment status (salaried/hourly workers 
and self-employed), education levels, age, and marital status. All the differences shown are statistically 
significant at the p=0.05 level.

2   The wording of this question is slightly different from the wording of the question in the CBS survey (CBS, 2020a), which 
asks how concerned respondents are about their ability to cover their monthly expenses.
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3. Findings
This section presents the main findings on employment, income, changes in expenditure, and the ability 
of households to meet their expenses. These findings are consistent with the results of other surveys 
conducted during this period and with CBS publications.

Workers lost employment in March and recovered only somewhat by August. Seventy-six percent 
of survey respondents were working in February as salaried or hourly employees (n = 1,136). Of these, 
47% reported that they were working equal or more hours at the height of the economic restrictions 
in March compared with February, while 18% reported that they were working less, 7% were on paid 
leave, 23% were furloughed, and 5% had their jobs terminated. By August, the employment status of 
these workers had improved: 69% now reported that they were working equal or more hours compared 
with February, and 13% were working less. Only 2% were on paid leave, and 8% were furloughed, but 
8% reported that they had been terminated.3

The employment impact of the crisis was larger for workers from households with lower pre-
pandemic incomes. Among respondents who had been employed in February, 16% were furloughed 
or had been terminated as of August. This rate was higher among respondents from households with 
below average pre-crisis incomes and lower among households with above-average, pre-crisis incomes 
- 20% versus 10%. In addition, the survey findings show that among respondents employed in February, 
those more likely to be furloughed or fired were over the age of 65 (37%), had achieved a high school 
diploma or less (22%), and worked in the private sector (19%).4

The business activity of the self-employed fell in March, but recovered in August. Eleven percent of 
the survey respondents who were working in February reported being self-employed (n = 138). Of these, 
22% reported that in March, they had had as much or more business activity than in February, 38% 
reported reduced activity, and 41% had closed their businesses.5 In August, 43% of business owners had 

3   It is difficult to compare these statistics to the CBS Labor Force Survey data because our survey does not differentiate 
between unemployed workers and those who are out of the labor force. The data from our survey are consistent with 
calculations in a September 2020 report from the Bank of Israel (Ahdut et al., 2020).

4   These patterns are consistent with the findings of a July survey administered by the Israel Democracy Institute (Aviram-
Nitzan & Zaken, 2020).

5   The percentages do not add up to 100 due to rounding.
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as much or more business activity than in February, 43% had less activity, and just 14% reported that 
their businesses remained closed.6

Half the respondents reported a decrease in their total household income from February to 
August. Overall, 54% of the respondents reported some decrease in income, with 23% reporting a 
significant decrease. The decline was more pronounced among households with below-average, pre-
crisis incomes than those with above-average, pre-crisis incomes (61% compared with 44%). The self-
employed were more likely to report a significant decrease in income (46% compared with 21% for 
salaried or hourly employees, and 18% of the respondents who were not working in February), as were 
those working in the private sector (28% compared with 18% in the public sector), and households 
headed by single individuals7  (28% compared with 22% for other households).

Households cut expenses in response to their reduced incomes. Overall, 65% of the respondents 
reported cutting their expenses due to the crisis, including 80% of the employees who were furloughed 
or terminated. While 24% of the respondents reported cuts that did not affect their lifestyles, 18% 
indicated that the cuts had affected their lifestyles to a limited extent, and 23% said the cuts had 
affectedtheir lifestyles either somewhat or to a large extent. In addition, 25% of the respondents in 
our survey reported that someone in the household had reduced the amount of food or meals they ate 
because they did not have enough money to buy food, similar to the 21% of respondents in the July 
CBS survey (CBS, 2020a).

As discussed above, the impact of the crisis was larger on households with below-average, pre-crisis 
incomes. Consistent with this discussion, 73% of the respondents from households with below-
average incomes reported cutting expenses, compared with 51% of those from households with above-
average incomes. In addition, 28% of the respondents from households with below-average incomes 
reported that spending cuts affected their lifestyle somewhat or to a large extent compared with 13% of 
respondents from households with above-average incomes (Figure 1).

6   In the Israel Democracy Institute survey, 20% of the self-employed reported having closed their business for some period 
(Aviram-Nitzan & Zaken, 2020).

7   Including single parents and those who had been divorced or widowed, whether or not children live in the home.
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Figure 1: Respondents’ reports on the extent to which the reduction in expenses adversely affected 
their lifestyle, by level of income (percent)^

^ Percentages do not add up to 100 due to rounding.

The self-employed and households headed by single individuals reduced their expenses more than 
others, while the ultra-Orthodox reduced them less. Self-employed persons and households headed 
by single individuals were more likely than other respondents to reduce their expenditure in response to 
the employment crisis (75% of the self-employed and 71% of the single-headed households, compared 
with 65% overall), and were more likely to report an adverse effect on their lifestyle somewhat or to a 
large extent (32% of the self-employed and of single-headed households, compared with 23% overall). 
The percentage of ultra-Orthodox respondents who reported that the reduction in expenses had adverse 
effects on their lifestyle to some extent or to a large extent was significantly lower than that of the other 
respondents (11%).

The household ability to pay regular monthly expenses declined. Seventy-eight percent of the 
households reported that in February, before the COVID-19 restrictions began, they had been able to 
cover their monthly expenses, 19% reported that they had not quite been able to cover their expenses, 
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and 2% that they had not been able to cover their monthly expenses at all. In March, at the peak of the 
crisis, only 65% reported being able to cover their expenses, 26% couldn’t quite cover their expenses, 
and 9% couldn’t cover their expenses at all. Despite the improvement in the respondents’ employment 
status in August, the percentage reporting that they could cover their monthly expenses increased only 
slightly compared with March, with 67% able to cover expenses, 25% not quite able to do so, and 7% 
not able at all.8

The impact of the economic crisis on the ability of households to cover expenses was more pronounced 
among households of below-average, pre-crisis incomes compared with households of above-average 
incomes. Figure 2 shows that among all the groups, fewer households reported being able to cover 
expenses in August compared with February. However, the decrease is more pronounced among 
households with below-average, pre-crisis incomes (a decrease of 12 percentage points, from 69% in 
February to 57% in August) compared with households of above-average, pre-crisis incomes (a decrease 
of 6 percentage points, from 90% to 84%).

Figure 2: The extent to which respondents were able to cover their monthly expenses in February, 
March and August, by income level (percent)^

 

8  In the July CBS survey, 55% of respondents expressed concerns about being able to cover their expenses (CBS, 2020a).
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^ Percentages do not add up to 100 due to rounding.

Overall, 19% of the respondents who reported being able to cover their expenses in February 
were unable to do so in August. This change is especially pronounced among low-income households 
(as discussed above), among people with a high school diploma or less (26% of respondents in this 
group who managed to cover their expenses in February failed to do so in August), households headed 
by a single person (28%), respondents age 34-25 (25%) and, unsurprisingly, those who were furloughed 
or terminated (51%).

Although self-employed respondents were more likely to report a significant decrease in their 
incomes and expenditures compared with salaried and hourly workers, they reported similar 
declines in their ability to cover their regular monthly expenses. From February to August, the 
percentage of self-employed respondents who reported that they could cover their monthly expenses 
fell from 78% to 69%, similar to the decline among salaried and hourly workers (from 79% to 66%). 
Additional data from the survey suggest that even though the self-employed lost more income, they 
may have had additional financial resources available to cover their required monthly payments.9 

9   These additional data will be presented and discussed more fully in a separate report.
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4. Policy Implications
These findings support a number of economic policy directions. First, as mentioned above, despite the 
partial improvement in the economy, household finances had not recovered as of August, with 32% of 
them unable to cover their monthly expenses compared with just 21% in February, and a greater effect 
on workers who had been furloughed or terminated. The continued financial struggle of households 
clearly suggests the need for continued governmental assistance.

Second, the economic burden of the crisis has fallen disproportionately on households that 
already had lower incomes prior to the crisis. As described above, households with below-average 
incomes experienced more severe reductions in employment, a larger decrease in income, and a more 
significant deterioration in their ability to cover monthly expenses. These households were also more 
likely to report expenditure cuts and a greater impact on their lifestyles causes by these reductions. The 
results suggest that the government can more efficiently direct assistance to affected households 
by using progressive policies that provide proportionally greater aid to families who had lower 
pre-crisis incomes.  

Third, we found that the economic status of households headed by single individuals is worse than 
that of households headed by couples, in several respects.  These households were more likely to 
report significant decreases in household income, significant cuts to their expenditures, and a reduction 
in their ability to cover regular monthly expenses. A possible explanation for these findings is that these 
households do not have a second income available to support the household in case of job loss. The 
results suggest that government support should be considered based in part on the composition 
and practices of the household unit, and not merely on the separate practice of each individual. 

Finally, these results bear on the question of government aid for the self-employed. Comparing self-
employed respondents with salaried and hourly employees, we find that the self-employed were more 
likely to report relatively large decreases in income and expenditures, yet the decline in their 
ability to cover their regular monthly household expenses was similar to that of other respondents, 
perhaps because they were able to draw on additional financial resources to help cover expenses. 
The ways in which the self-employed have coped with the crisis and their need for further economic 
assistance should be further explored, especially as policymakers approach decision points regarding 
the reopening of small businesses.
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5. Subsequent reports based on the survey 
Subsequent reports to be published based on the survey findings will address additional sources of 
household funding during the crisis, including the use of government assistance, as well as the link 
between the state of the households during the crisis and their financial literacy and ability to access 
liquid savings before the second lockdown.
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