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More than ten years have passed since Syrian 
refugees started arriving in Jordan. This working 
paper reports on findings from a mixed-methods 
research project which compares wellbeing and 
livelihood outcomes of Syrian refugees living in 
protracted displacement in camps and urban areas 
in Jordan. The data demonstrates that a forward-
looking plan is needed that recognises Syrian 
displacement as predominantly urban. It highlights 
the urgent need to devise new approaches 
and policies that can deliver sustainable and 
equitable outcomes.
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Summary
This working paper reports on findings of the Out 
of Camp or Out of Sight? Realigning Responses to 
Protracted Displacement in an Urban World (PDUW) 
project in Jordan, a research project which focuses on 
wellbeing and livelihoods of Syrian refugees living in 
protracted displacement in camps and urban areas. 

Background
An estimated one in 14 residents in Jordan is a refugee, 
making it the world’s second largest per capita refugee 
host (UNOCHA 2021). This includes 727,715 who 
are registered as refugees with United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), of whom 89.5% 
are Syrian (UNHCR Operational Data Portal b). The 
Jordanian government, based on its latest census, 
estimates that there are 1.3 million Syrian refugees 
in Jordan including unregistered refugees, of whom 
20% live in four refugee camps, the largest of which is 
Zaatari (MOPIC 2020). More than 79% of registered 
Syrian refugees in Jordan live outside of camps, with the 
largest concentrations in the cities of Amman, Irbid and 
Al-Mafraq (UNHCR Operational Data Portal b).

Jordan’s response to the Syrian displacement crisis 
that began in 2011 has evolved over several stages. 
An initial open-door policy was quickly followed by 
an encampment and securitisation approach that 
overlapped with the establishment of a national 
framework (via the National Resilience Plan, later 
developed into successive Jordan Response Plans) 
that aimed to address the long-term development 
of refugee and host communities (Beaujouan and 
Rasheed 2020). In 2016, the Jordan Compact was 
created, through which donors committed to funding the 
Jordan Response Plans and offering Jordan tariff-free 
access to European markets in return for integrating 
Syrian refugees into the labour market (Barbelet et 
al. 2018). These policy initiatives faced significant 
challenges. The Jordan Compact underappreciated 
long-standing features of Jordan’s political economy, 
ongoing Jordanian labour market issues, and the lives 
and survival strategies of Syrian refugees, effectively 

hindering its capacity to reinvigorate the Jordanian 
economy or offer Syrians pathways to economic 
wellbeing (Lenner and Turner 2019). The Jordan 
Response Plan’s ambition to support wider development 
goals after decades of underinvestment in various 
sectors also failed as donor agencies did not meet their 
declared funding commitments. 

Outlining the study
The aim of the PDUW project was to generate 
an evidence base that deepens understanding of 
refugees’ experiences of life in camps and urban areas 
through the exploration of two themes: wellbeing 
and displacement economies. The project focused 
on Jordan’s Syrian refugees who came to Jordan 
post-2011. The project specifically examined refugee 
wellbeing and livelihoods in two sites, a camp and a city: 

•	 Sweileh district within the capital city of Amman, 
where 37,318 refugees are based (including 
refugees from other nationalities, not just Syrian) 
(El-Abed 2017). 

•	 Zaatari Camp, established and managed jointly by 
UNHCR and Syrian Refugees Affairs Directorate 
(SRAD, a unit that falls under the umbrella of the 
Ministry of Interior) that is currently home to 84,000 
Syrian refugees (UNHCR Operational Data Portal a). 

Our wellbeing findings are based on a metric developed 
by the project that explores five wellbeing dimensions – 
bodily, economic, political, social and psychosocial – 
derived as composite indicators from a quantitative 
survey triangulated with qualitative data.

Displacement economies in PDUW are defined as 
the collective economy created by refugees and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) through their 
livelihood activities, enterprise, need for services and 
consumption, and through their mutual support and 
diaspora inputs. Findings are presented based on a 
quantitative survey supplemented with qualitative data. 

http://www.iied.org
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Key findings 
•	 Camp-based refugees scored lower on bodily 

wellbeing, covering indicators including healthcare, 
food security, shelter, safety and water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) than urban refugees, despite 
significant humanitarian funding being channelled 
towards these primary areas of care. 

•	 All refugees, camp-based and urban, believe that it is 
easier to lead ‘a good life’ in the city than the camp, 
but urban refugees scored lower on four out of five 
wellbeing dimensions: economic, political, social and 
psychosocial. The lack of adequate and sufficient 
humanitarian programming designed for urban 
refugees has contributed to those lower scores. 

•	 Camp-based refugees score higher on the decent 
work metric developed by the displacement 
economies component of the study, and camp-based 
enterprises benefit from the artificial market with a 
captive customer base and reduced running costs 
(such as no registration fees, taxes, utility expenses). 
However, this market is an aid-dependent economy 
and not sustainable in the long run. 

•	 Urban refugees are more likely than camp-based 
refugees to be employed but score lower on the 
decent work metric. They also report less-safe 
working conditions, a lower likelihood of having formal 
contracts, and lower job satisfaction. Changes to 
the work permit system under the Jordan Compact 
have allowed Syrians who work in the informal 
sector more flexibility, but residency and work permit 
restrictions continue to prevent refugees from opening 
bank accounts, getting driving licences, using their 
qualifications and skills to work in areas of expertise, 
registering micro, small and medium enterprises, and 
trading in and out of the country.

•	 A decade after their displacement, many Syrian 
refugees live with the continued fear of deportation. 
Their uncertain residency status (and for camp-based 
refugees, uncertainty over the camps’ future), makes 
it difficult for them to imagine a future in Jordan even if 
their preferred choice is to remain. It also makes them 
hesitant to further invest in or expand their businesses 
as a result.

Recommendations
More than ten years have passed since Syrian refugees 
started arriving in Jordan. It is time for humanitarian 
organisations and the government of Jordan to 
reevaluate their responses to what has become a 
protracted displacement situation and to devise new 
approaches and policies that can deliver sustainable 
and equitable outcomes. A forward-looking plan that 
recognises that Syrian displacement is a predominantly 
urban challenge is urgently needed.

There is a need for programming that is specifically 
designed for urban refugees. Coordinating this 
programming within host cities’ development plans can 
support accessibility and inclusivity. This is particularly 
the case in development sectors where public 
infrastructure has struggled to expand to address the 
needs of Syrian refugees (including housing, healthcare 
and education).

The government of Jordan should facilitate more stable 
residency status for Syrian refugees to allow them to 
live in security and, with more certainty, to travel, work, 
register businesses and realise their potential.

http://www.iied.org
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Introduction
1 
1.1 About the research 
project
For decades, the international community’s response 
to mass movements of people fleeing war or political 
persecution has been to provide humanitarian 
assistance in camps. Despite highly charged debates 
on the negative impact of maintaining people in often 
remote regions and dependent on humanitarian 
assistance, camps remain the default response to new 
displacement crises. Camps are not, however, the 
choice of the majority of the world’s displaced people: 
estimates suggest that more than 60% of refugees 
and at least half of internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
now live in towns and cities (Earle 2023). Camps have 
captured the attention of the media, relief organisations 
and academia. But as short-term emergencies turn 
into protracted displacement, camp living can erode 
residents’ dignity and increase aid dependency. In 
response, displaced people are increasingly moving 
to cities, or avoiding camps to seek autonomy and 
opportunities over dependency and isolation. 

Out of Camp or Out of Sight? Protracted Displacement 
in an Urban World (PDUW) is a comparative mixed-
methods research project focusing on the wellbeing 
and livelihoods of displaced people in camps and urban 
areas in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Kenya and Jordan. The 
four-year project is funded by the UK Research and 
Innovation (UKRI) Global Challenges Research Fund 
(GCRF) programme, the IKEA Foundation, the Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) and 
the Bernard van Leer Foundation. 

PDUW aims to build an evidence base for national 
and local governments, humanitarian agencies and 
donors on the opportunities and challenges of hosting 

displaced people in camps versus urban areas. It also 
aims to assess current responses to urban protracted 
displacement, raise awareness of unmet needs and 
examine the economic contributions of refugees and 
IDPs. Finally, the project aims to support municipal 
authorities, displaced people, nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs), organisations of the urban poor, 
and other local actors to use participatory planning to 
co-produce innovative and inclusive solutions to forced 
displacement in cities. 

This report highlights the main findings from Jordan. 
Through the PDUW analytic framework on wellbeing 
and displaced economies, we compare the outcomes 
of protracted displacement for Syrian refugees in two 
locations: the Sweileh district of Amman and Zaatari 
camp. Following a brief introduction to the context of 
displacement in Jordan, the report outlines PDUW’s 
datasets, project methodologies and study sites for 
Jordan. Research findings are then presented in two 
sections – on refugee wellbeing and displacement 
economies – and the conclusion draws lessons on 
responses to situations of protracted displacement.

1.2 The displacement 
context in Jordan
Jordan has a long history of hosting refugees. The 
country experienced four major flows of refugees 
arriving from neighbouring war-torn countries, starting 
from 1948 to 1967 when hundreds of thousands 
of Palestinian refugees entered the country. During 
the early 1990s, Iraqi refugees arrived as a result of 
economic and political conflicts. Since 2011, the Arab 
Spring resulted in arrivals of Syrian, Libyan, Yemeni 
and Sudanese refugees in search of shelter and safety. 

http://www.iied.org
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The recent Syrian displacement is significant, with large 
numbers seeking a safe haven (El-Abed 2017). 

An estimated one in 14 residents in Jordan is a 
refugee: Jordan is currently home to refugees from 56 
nationalities and hosts the second-highest share of 
refugees per capita globally (UNOCHA 2021; UNHCR 
2021). This includes 727,715 refugees registered 
with UNHCR of whom 89.5% are Syrian (UNHCR 
Operational Data Portal b). Of all the registered 
refugees in Jordan, 81% of them live outside camps 
in the community (ibid). The number of registered and 
unregistered refugees was estimated at 1.3 million in 
the last census (Department of Statistics 2015). This 
figure excludes Palestinian refugees registered with the 
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). In addition to 
those refugees without Jordanian citizenship, Jordanian 
society today includes communities who historically 
sought refuge, many prior to the 1951 UNHCR Refugee 
Convention and the establishment of the state of 
Jordan.1 While they are Jordanian citizens, they maintain 
strong affinities to their histories of exile, including 
Circassians, Armenians, Chechens, Bosnians, Kurds 
and some Palestinians.

The arrival of refugees has had a significant impact on 
Jordan. Historically, in offering refugees safe haven (and 
in the case of earlier refugee communities, citizenship 
and full political rights), Jordan has benefited from an 
expanded economy, new growth and development, 
and an expansion of skill sets brought by the refugees. 
Jordan’s stability and security serves not only the 
Jordanian people, but all others who have sought 
sanctuary there (El-Abed 2017). As a state based on a 
rentier economy with no significant reserves of natural 
resources and limited internal revenue, Jordan has also 
capitalised on the international aid that accompanies 
refugee displacements (Francis 2015). Most recently, 
however, with the Syrian displacement beginning in 
2011, Jordan’s already-strained infrastructure has been 
unable to adequately adapt. This has impacted on 
Jordan’s capacity to host Syrian refugees and on Syrian 
refugees’ ability to achieve dignity and wellbeing. 

Although Jordan is not a signatory to the 1951 
UNHCR Refugee Convention nor the 1967 protocol, 
it maintained an open-door policy for forced migrants. 
However, in 2016, the country closed its borders 
to refugees and they still remain closed. Refugees 
in Jordan do not have a defined status. Jordan’s 
constitution only provides protection against extradition 
for political asylum seekers in Article 21(i). Other 

refugees, including those fleeing conflict, are subject 
to Law no. 24 (1973, amended 1987) that covers 
residency and foreigners’ affairs. The law does not 
distinguish between refugees and non-refugees, so 
refugees are legally treated as ‘foreigners’. Refugees are 
also not eligible for support through Jordan’s national 
social protection programme (the National Aid Fund, 
which supports families living below the poverty line 
and people with disabilities), nor to other forms of social 
protection provided through the Ministry of Social 
Development (Röth et al. 2017). 

Legalising the status of forced migrants in domestic 
laws has not been a priority since the 1950s. However, 
there are some affirmative practices and policies toward 
refugees (El-Abed 2017). Jordan and UNHCR signed a 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) in 1998 whereby 
Jordan accepted the 1951 Convention’s definition of a 
refugee and agreed to non-refoulement.2 However, the 
MOU describes the presence of refugees as a ‘sojourn’ 
and allows a maximum stay of six months. This was 
amended in 2014, with the extension of UNHCR asylum 
processing time from 30 to 90 days and extending the 
validity of a refugee identification card from six months 
to one year (Beaujoun and Rasheed 2020). Additionally, 
Jordan has been a member of the UNHCR Executive 
Committee since 2006, which advises on international 
protection and reviews the agency’s programmes on 
global refugee law and policy that seek to further good 
practices by states (UNHCR 2014).

1.3 Jordan’s response to 
the Syrian displacement 
since 2011
In 2011–2012, following the violent response to 
the uprising in Syria, around 2,000 Syrian refugees 
arrived in Jordan. As the violence in Syria intensified, 
that number grew to over 375,000 in 2012–2013. By 
2016, 656,042 Syrian refugees were registered with 
UNHCR in Jordan (ACAPS 2016), with the total number 
estimated at 903,086 by the 2015 Jordanian census 
(Department of Statistics 2015). Up to 10% of Syrian 
refugees (68,000+) returned to Syria between 2016 
and 2023 (UNHCR-3RP 2023). As of December 2023, 
there are 651,329 officially registered Syrian refugees 
in Jordan, of whom 21% (136,492) are in camps and 
79% (514,837) are living among the host population in 
urban, peri-urban and rural areas (UNHCR Operational 
Data Portal b). Estimations that include non-registered 

1 The 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol form the basis of UNHCR’s work, defining the term ‘refugee’ and outlining their rights and the international 
standards of treatment for their protection. See www.unhcr.org/uk/about-unhcr/who-we-are/1951-refugee-convention
2 Non-refoulement is a core principle of international refugee and human rights law. In the refugee context, it prohibits states from “returning refugees in any 
manner whatsoever to countries or territories in which their lives or freedom may be threatened on account of their race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion” (European Commission).

http://www.iied.org
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refugees suggest that Jordan hosts about 1.36 million 
Syrians, equivalent to approximately 15% of Jordan’s 
total population (MOPIC 2020).

Jordan is currently the third largest host of Syrian 
refugees in the region after Turkey (3,279,152 
registered Syrian refugees) and Lebanon (789,842 
registered Syrian refugees) (UNHCR-3RP 2023). 
The three biggest host cities are Amman (193,075), 
Irbid (126,609) and Al-Mafraq (84,906) (UNHCR 
Operational Data Portal b).

Discussion around the cost of Syrian displacement in 
Jordan has been highly politicised as a ‘burden’ in an 
attempt to assuage political tensions from challenges 
that plagued Jordan long before the arrival of Syrian 
refugees (Francis 2015). The Jordanian government 
has developed multidirectional policies to respond 
to the Syrian refugee crisis and to cope with the 
rapidly increasing pressure on resources. Jordan 
demanded that humanitarian assistance to refugees be 
expanded to include economically vulnerable Jordanian 
populations in line with the country’s development 
plans (Alshoubaki and Harris 2018). Jordan’s national 
response to the arrival of Syrian refugees has shifted 
several times over the course of the war in Syria and 
its resulting displacements. Beaujouan and Rasheed 
(2020: 49–54) see the Jordanian response as having 
three phases (with overlap between the second 
and third):

•	 The first was the immediate, short-lived open-door 
policy of 2011–2013 in line with Jordan’s political 
position on the Syrian war during a period of ‘neutral 
non-interference’. 

•	 The second phase was the securitisation of 
the refugee situation, which included Jordan’s 
encampment policy and closing informal border 
crossing points to try to direct Syrians to the camps 
through official transit centres. Along with setting 
up the camps, this phase also included creating the 
Syrian Refugee Camps Directorate (SRCD) within 
the Jordanian Ministry of Interior – later renamed 
as the Syrian Refugees Affairs Directorate (SRAD) 
– to govern refugee affairs both inside and outside 
the camps. 

•	 The third phase was establishing a national framework 
via a National Resilience Plan in June 2014 to address 
the impact of Syrian refugees on the country and 
included plans to invest in health, education, water 
and sanitation, livelihoods and employment, energy, 
housing, and social protection. It was produced as 
annual, then bi-annual, Jordan Response Plans (in 
2015, 2016–2018 and 2018–2020) and aimed to 
secure the long-term development of refugee and 
host communities. 

The policy of encampment was an attempt to increase 
international visibility and attract international assistance. 

It reflects the global trend to address displacement 
through the lens of securitisation as well as the failure 
of a concerted international response. The lack of 
responsibility sharing has resulted in countries with 
developing economies hosting a significantly larger 
number of refugees than countries with developed 
economies. The policy of encampment was therefore 
taken in parallel with negotiations with Europe for aid 
in exchange for keeping refugees out of Europe. In 
February 2016, that resulted in the Jordan Compact, 
with donors committed to increasing funding for the 
Jordan Response Plan and offering Jordan tariff-free 
access to European markets for goods from specially 
created economic zones, in return for integrating Syrian 
refugees into the labour market (Barbelet et al. 2018). 
This was pursued by removing restrictions against 
Syrian employment in a limited number of sectors such 
as agriculture, construction and manufacturing, by 
creating a Syrian work-permit system (Betts et al. 2017). 

The intention presented by the Jordanian government 
was to change the macro-level conditions for job 
availability in the country through radical improvements 
in trade and investment, to boost employment and 
accommodate the participation of Syrians in the labour 
market and enhance their abilities to secure a better 
quality of life (Kattaa 2016). Specifically, this included 
an agreement that Jordan would issue 200,000 work 
permits for Syrians over five years to work in specified 
sectors and special economic zones. By November 
2020, Jordan had issued 212,524 work permits to 
Syrians, of which nearly 41,000 were issued to Syrians 
residing in camps (Ministry of Labour 2020). Jordanian 
authorities committed to issuing a further 90,000 flexible 
work permits over two years (UNHCR 2020). However, 
these targets and indicators do not reflect the goals 
of the scheme, with working conditions unimproved 
for Syrian refugees (Lenner and Turner 2018). These 
challenges are intrinsic to the design of the Jordan 
Compact, which neglected long-standing issues in 
Jordan’s labour market, the strategies pursued by Syrian 
refugees, and the wider political economy (Lenner and 
Turner 2019). As a result, prospects of reinvigorating 
Jordan’s economy faltered, and economic wellbeing of 
Syrian refugees did not improve (ibid). These challenges 
have been exacerbated by donors not meeting their 
funding commitments. Of the pledged US$1.7 billion 
of assistance to Jordan to fund the Jordan Compact, 
only US$700 million was secured for 2016 (EIU 2017). 
Pledged funding has not been met ever since. 

In addition to cooperation with donor agencies, Jordan 
also worked with international organisations in its 
refugee response. Over 50 government organisations 
and NGOs currently provide support services to Syrian 
refugees in Jordan (Röth et al. 2017). These include 
cash assistance, food vouchers, winterisation schemes 
(providing jackets, blankets, fuel), education, healthcare, 
employment and training, shelter, as well as protection. 

http://www.iied.org
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As part of this humanitarian assistance programming 
provided by NGOs, and based on Jordanian government 
stipulations, this support also extends to economically 
vulnerable Jordanian citizens (ibid.). 

However, NGO programming has been hindered 
by official limitations. First, according to Lenner 
and Turner (2019), prior to the Jordan Compact, 
the government restricted NGO programming on 
livelihoods, including vocational training, to emphasise 
that the Syrian presence in Jordan was temporary. 
Second, international funding was channelled through 
the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) 
established by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and UNHCR, which led to 
overfunding in some sectors while important national 
development plans remained underfunded. One reason 
is that the 3RP was developed through the international 
community without taking into account national priorities 
and plans.

The third issue is that the humanitarian response to 
Syrian displacement in Jordan initially sidestepped 
local authorities (te Lintelo et al. 2018) and local non-
state actors (te Lintelo and Liptrot 2023). Humanitarian 
actors traditionally go through national-level actors, who 
have the capacity to sanction planned programmes 
and activities (te Lintelo et al. 2018). Though the Jordan 
Compact and the Jordan Response Plan included 
interventions to support areas such as municipal 
services and infrastructure, and grants were made 
available by the World Bank to support the institutional 
capacity of municipalities to address the Syrian 
displacement, the continued exercise of political control 
over municipal authorities has left little room for them 
to develop truly representative capacities to inclusively 
address residents’ needs, maintaining their role as 
service providers. 

This is symbolic of wider challenges facing the 
humanitarian sector in responding to displacements 
that are increasingly urban and protracted in the 
global South (Crisp et al. 2012). Working with national 
governments only can no longer deliver effective 
programming; new partnerships are needed with 
development actors and municipal stakeholders 
including authorities, service providers, the police and 
displaced and host communities (ibid). With more than 
80% of refugees in Jordan residing in urban areas, 
it presents one of the starkest examples of the limits 
and costs of continued camp-based prioritisation 
and programming.

These dynamics, coupled with severely strained public 
services and infrastructure in Jordan – including 
healthcare, education, transportation and housing – 
heavily affect Jordan’s ability to respond adequately 
to the Syrian displacement, particularly in host 
governorates (Alshoubaki and Harris 2018). Water 

shortages have increased, and schools and hospitals 
lack sufficient resources to adapt. Progression in 
several sectors where sustainable development goals 
were reasonably on track have either slowed or reversed 
(Francis 2015). 

1.4 Syrian refugees in 
Jordan 
Syrian refugees in Jordan face significant challenges 
related to their physical, mental, and social health 
(Rizkalla and Segal 2018). Several studies report low 
income and poor housing, low educational achievement, 
and poor health among refugee populations (Obi 2021; 
Elsayed 2019; Verme et al. 2016). Limited resources 
place refugees in highly vulnerable positions: around 
80% of Jordan’s Syrian refugees fall below the poverty 
line and 60% of families are in extreme poverty 
(Karasapan 2022; Naseh et al. 2020). 

Many Syrian refugees in Jordan in and out of camps 
face hardship, unemployment, lack of appropriate 
transportation and limited access to necessities such 
as food and clean water, and often struggle to access 
essential services such as healthcare (Hassan et al. 
2016). Many live in overcrowded conditions, which 
can lead to health problems and spread infectious 
diseases. Many Syrian children have dropped out of 
school (Naseh et al. 2020). This can have long-term 
consequences, limiting employment and social mobility 
opportunities (Karasapan 2022). Many refugees 
experience mental health issues such as depression, 
anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
(Atrooz et al. 2023; Doocy et al. 2016; Al-Qdah and 
Lacroix 2016). A key concern is access to healthcare, 
which many refugees still struggle to access due to 
financial, mobility and legal barriers. Elderly refugees 
are particularly impacted (Nashwan et al. 2022). Social 
isolation and discrimination are also major concerns for 
Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

Employment is another key issue. Syrian refugees 
still face significant barriers to finding employment, 
despite relaxations of the rules introduced through 
the Jordan Compact. Obtaining work permits is hard, 
due to difficulties in issuing documentation, high fees 
and the multiple requirements for refugees and their 
future employers (Barbelet et al. 2018). Furthermore, 
the mismatch between Syrian refugee skills and the 
formal employment available, low wages, and harsh 
working conditions have resulted in a relatively low 
take-up of work permits (Lenner and Turner 2019). 
Notwithstanding, many Syrian refugees in Jordan have 
shown resilience and determination, working to rebuild 
their lives and communities in the face of adversity 
(Grawert 2019). Moreover, with nearly 40% of the labour 
market in Jordan operating in the informal economy, it 

http://www.iied.org


SYRIAN REFUGEES IN JORDAN | REEVALUATING RESPONSES TO PROTRACTED DISPLACEMENT

12     www.iied.org

has been easy for many Syrian refugees to find work 
(Dalal 2015). Nevertheless, they must endure harsh 
working conditions, low wages, long hours and the lack 
of secure contracts or sick leave (Athamneh 2018). 

The government has been more open to Syrian investors 
and Syrian-owned businesses that bring capital and 
jobs to Jordan. Alternative readings of the impact of 
refugees on employment highlight some positive facets. 
Empirical studies conclude that refugees’ impact on the 
labour market outcomes of Jordanian workers is modest 
in both its negative effects and positive contributions 
(Fakih and Ibrahim 2016). Most employed refugees have 
jobs that have been created since the beginning of the 
crisis or which primarily employ migrant labourers (ibid). 
There are, however, indications that they are displacing 
other groups of migrant workers, such as Egyptian 
labourers (Chatty 2017).

An area-based livelihoods assessment conducted by 
Danida et al. (2017) found that mobility is the greatest 
hurdle to employment access for both refugees and 
vulnerable Jordanians in East Amman. Syrian refugees’ 
low wages and restrictive work permits explain their 
preference to work close to their residence, according 
to this study, because transport costs are often higher 
than their earnings and they fear being caught without 
work permits away from home (ibid). Government 
restrictions mean that refugees who cannot access 
employment in sectors where they have experience must 
compete with more vulnerable Jordanians for low-skilled 
and poorly paid jobs (UN-Habitat 2022). Furthermore, 
many Syrian refugees fear that applying for work permits 
may result in losing access to humanitarian assistance 
and resettlement opportunities in third countries (IRC 
2017). Additionally, the current regulations do not 
support self-employment as they require a Jordanian 
guarantor to register a business (Al-Dajani et al. 2019). 

Access to formal employment is a critical challenge 
for most Syrian refugees in Jordan (Carrion, 2015). By 
law, ‘foreigners’ (Syrian refugees included) can only 
work in certain sectors or if a prospective employer 
cannot find a Jordanian worker. Many Syrian refugees 
face a lack of job opportunities and discrimination due 
to legislation and because Jordanians perceive that 
refugees are competing with them for jobs and making 
their lives harder. Studies and statistics demonstrating 
an economic benefit to the country are unlikely to dispel 
such a view (Carrion, 2015). Lozi (2013) concludes 
that the negative economic impacts of Syrian refugees 
have been overstated, indicating that refugees are not 
responsible for the economic challenges in Jordan. 
However, given the lack of structural programming 
to reverse the protracted economic crisis in Jordan, 
resentment and alienation between Syrian refugees and 
hosts are likely to increase in the coming years. 

1.5 The project’s datasets
Using a mixed-methods approach, the PDUW project 
generated significant new data. The resulting dataset 
for Jordan includes quantitative and qualitative data 
gathered via ‘concept-testing’ focus groups (December 
2020 to July 2021), a survey (February to March 
2022), semi-structured interviews (March 2022 to July 
2022), and key informant interviews (March 2022 to 
December 2022). 

1.5.1 Quantitative dataset
For the survey in Jordan, we collected data from 368 
Syrian refugees and 217 Jordanian ‘hosts’ in Sweileh 
(Amman) and 398 Syrian refugees in Zaatari Camp. The 
sample of displaced people surveyed is representative 
of the defined areas of the study. To ensure 
randomisation, the survey team divided the sampled 
areas into geographical clusters on a map (based on 
satellite images) and randomly selected clusters for 
data collection. Stratified random sampling was used 
to achieve gender balance. A random adult household 
member was chosen in each household to be surveyed. 
This resulted in approximately equal numbers of women 
and men respondents. 

The survey consisted of three main components. The 
first covered basic demographic information, migration 
trajectories, and future plans. Second, the wellbeing 
component then covered physical health and access 
to healthcare; water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
and shelter; debt and economic security; community 
representation and access to justice; access to social 
spaces and ability to socialise; hopes and aspirations; 
and the extent to which respondents feel at home and 
supported in their communities. Third, the livelihood 
component gathered information around income, 
assets, individual and household livelihoods, decent 
job standards and human, social, physical, natural and 
financial capital.

1.5.2 PDUW metrics
To facilitate the comparison between the camp and 
urban locations, a selection of indicators from the survey 
was used to create three metrics. The indexes also 
demonstrate how life in displacement differs for women 
and men in each location. 

•	 The Refugee Wellbeing Metric covers five dimensions 
(bodily, economic, political, social and psychosocial 
wellbeing). This permits a comparison of wellbeing 
between different cohorts, for example camp versus 
urban, old versus young, men versus women, 
educated versus non-educated, and those who have 
spent a long time in the country versus more recent 
arrivals. As far as the research team can ascertain, the 
wellbeing metric is the first of its kind to be specifically 
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designed for displaced people. It provides a holistic 
picture of wellbeing, beyond a typically narrow focus 
on basic needs. 

•	 The Livelihoods Assets Index is a work-readiness 
metric designed to ascertain who shows the highest 
potential for labour market integration. The index 
builds on the concept of sustainable livelihoods, 
based on age, physical and mental health of 
respondents, education, legal status, housing quality, 
adequacy of income, financial inclusion, security and 
social integration.

•	 The Livelihoods Outcomes Index looks at decent work 
and labour conditions for those who do have a source 
of income, in order to study who among those with 
income from work had the best working conditions. 
The index builds on the concept of ‘decent work’, 
advocated by the International Labour Organization 
as productive work for women and men in conditions 
of freedom, equity, security and human dignity (ILO 
2023a). The index includes components on working 

hours, job security, work satisfaction, fair pay, tax 
status, working conditions and social protection.

Logistic regressions were run to explore the main 
livelihoods assets which predicted employment and 
self-employment.

1.5.3 Survey demographics
Survey demographics show that respondents’ age and 
household size distributions are similar when comparing 
camp and urban samples. All survey respondents 
have spent up to 10 years in Jordan (as of 2022), and 
respondents’ ages range from 18 to 65. In both cases, 
most respondents are young – between 25 and 45 – 
with less than 10% over 56 years old (see Figure 1). 

Most respondents live in households with an average 
of six household members in both samples. While most 
household heads in both groups were men, Figure 2 
shows that Zaatari respondents were more likely to live 
in households led by women (14.6% of households in 
Zaatari compared to 8.7% in Sweileh). 

Figure 1. Age distribution of survey respondents

Figure 2. Proportion of women-headed households
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There are some statistically significant differences 
in levels of literacy and highest levels of education 
completed between respondents surveyed in urban and 
camp settings. In Zaatari, 88% of Syrians interviewed 
were literate, compared to 79% in Sweileh. A larger 
share of those in Sweileh had received no education 
at all (14%) compared to Zaatari (6%). Otherwise, 
education levels were comparable between the two 
groups (see Figure 3).3 Current school enrolment 
rates are also similar: only around 4% of respondents 
noted that school-aged children were not in 
(compulsory) education. 

Gender differences in educational attainment are mixed. 
While more women tend to have no education and 
fewer women have primary schooling, more women have 
secondary schooling than men. These differences are 
significant in Zaatari Camp, but not in Sweileh. 

1.5.4 Qualitative data
The qualitative interviews for this study are not a 
representative sample but are intended as a deep dive 
into thematic issues explored in the quantitative survey, 
furthering our knowledge on refugee wellbeing and 
displacement economies. A total of six ‘concept-testing’ 
focus groups, 100 semi-structured interviews and 24 
key informant interviews were conducted in Amman and 
in and around Zaatari Camp. 

The concept-testing focus groups aimed to define 
wellbeing and decent livelihoods from the perspectives 
of research participants and to help develop the 
survey questions. The semi-structured interviews 
were divided equally between the wellbeing and 
displacement economies components of the project 
(the displacement economies qualitative interviews 

focused on enterprises). For the wellbeing component, 
51 interviews were conducted in total, 26 in Sweileh 
and 25 in Zaatari, and they were sampled purposely 
to ensure similar numbers of men and women were 
interviewed in each location.

For the semi-structured interviews for the enterprise 
component, 50 interviews with enterprises were 
conducted, 35 in Sweileh and 15 in Zaatari (including 
seven women entrepreneurs in Sweileh and four in 
Zaatari). The enterprise interviewees were selected 
based on the identification of the main livelihood sectors 
for refugees from the quantitative survey. 

Key informant interviews were conducted with 
representatives of agencies working with refugees as 
well as municipal and national-level actors and donor 
agencies. The interviews provided contextual analysis 
and added depth to emerging themes from the survey 
and semi-structured interviews. The key informant 
interviews were collected in 2021–2022.

1.6 The project’s study sites
The PDUW project is a large-scale project that 
compares wellbeing and livelihoods outcomes for 
refugees across one camp and one urban site in each 
of its four research contexts. In Jordan, the original aim 
was to compare the wellbeing and livelihoods outcomes 
for Syrian refugees in Amman and Azraq refugee camp. 
However, while applying for research permissions, the 
project team was requested to move its camp study 
site to Zaatari as a condition for receiving necessary 
permits to conduct the research. Azraq is a very 
isolated camp that is highly securitised, while Zaatari 
is much better connected and has established links 

3  While levels were similar, education outcomes were significantly different between camp and city. The chi squared significance test has a p value of 0.0. 
Applying the test on subgroups revealed that the significant difference seems to be driven by the difference in the lowest levels of education (none). 

Figure 3. Education levels of survey respondents
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with nearby villages and cities. This critical difference is 
likely to have impacted the project’s research findings, 
especially with regards to the camp–urban comparison. 
Results from Zaatari Camp are therefore not taken to be 
representative of all camps in Jordan. 

1.6.1 Zaatari Camp
Zaatari is the largest of four camps and is jointly 
managed by UNHCR and Jordanian authorities 
(UNHCR 2022a). Around 84,000 Syrian refugees 
currently live in Zaatari Camp; children account for more 
than 50% of residents, including 18% who are under 
the age of five (UNHCR Operational Data Portal a). This 
is down from a peak of 200,000 residents in April 2013. 
The camp is currently the fourth largest in the world after 
camps in Kenya and Bangladesh. 

The camp is located in Zaatari municipality, 10km east 
of Al-Mafraq City, 12km from the Syrian border, and a 
few kilometres south of a transit centre (collection point) 
where refugees entering Jordan are first concentrated 
and later relocated to either camps or hosting 
communities (Dalal 2014). The camp is well connected 
to the road network and public transport systems. 
The camp has an area of 5.2 km2 and is divided into 
12 districts, each divided into numbered parcels 
of land with defined borders called ‘blocks’, each 
consisting of several shelters. The camp is presently 
jointly administrated by SRAD and UNHCR. Camp 
services are a collaborative effort between the donor 
community, UN agencies, international and national 
NGOs, community-based organisations, refugees, and 
Jordanian host communities (UNHCR 2022a). The 
Jordanian government provides security within the camp 
and on its entry gates. 

The camp has more than 1,800 business set up by 
refugees with many clustered along a central market 
(called ‘Shams Elysees’ by camp residents), a three-
kilometre commercial road inside the camp (Carlisle 
2022). Zaatari’s geographic location has also supported 
the creation of trade relationships between the camp, 
nearby Zaatari town and other locations in Al-Mafraq 
including Mafraq City. 

1.6.2 Sweileh, Amman
Most Syrian refugees have settled in urban or peri-
urban areas, living alongside marginalised groups such 
as other refugees, migrant workers and impoverished 
Jordanians. More than 515,000 residents (79% of 

Syrian refugees) live outside camps among host 
communities (UNHCR Operational Data Portal b). 
Urban settlement makes it harder for organisations to 
identify and reach refugees (Grawert 2019; Kelberer 
2017). They also have a more direct impact on the host 
society’s infrastructure, services and economy. Areas of 
high refugee settlement have experienced rising rents, 
decreased access to services, degraded infrastructure 
and competition over jobs and resources, leading to 
heightened tensions with host communities. 

Amman has been described as a multi-layered city 
of immigrants because of its history as a refugee and 
migrant host city; this manifests as a social and spatial 
‘coming together’ that has been imprinted onto the 
urban environment (Al-Tal and Ghanem 2019). The 
population of Greater Amman Municipality is 4 million, 
with 1.4 million refugees mostly living in densely 
populated areas in central and eastern neighbourhoods 
and in Palestinian urban camps (today home to refugees 
from various communities) (UN-Habitat 2022; Grawert 
2019). Today, it is the city with the largest share of 
Syrian refugees, hosting 28% of non-camp Syrian 
refugees living in urban areas. Refugee and immigrant 
communities tend to concentrate in areas providing 
mutual economic and social support, explaining the 
frequent location of Syrian refugees in low-income 
areas in the city (Al-Tal and Ghanem, 2019). The 
highest densities of Syrian refugees within Amman 
are in Basman (East Amman, 44,000+), Sweileh 
(North Amman, 37,000+) and Bader (Central Amman, 
31,000+) (El-Abed 2017).

Amman hosts 80% of the country’s industries and 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (GAM 
et al. 2022; UN-Habitat, 2022). The Greater Amman 
Municipality is the only place in Jordan where home-
based enterprises can obtain a licence and more than 
350 have been issued since 2017 (ibid). Yet it suffers 
from high unemployment at 21% (The Jordan Times 
2023) with 26% of its workforce employed in the 
informal economy (Ababsa and Hussein 2020). One 
of its main industrial areas is in the district of Sweileh, 
including major and light industries (UN-Habitat 2022). 

Sweileh is located in northern Amman. In an area 
of 24.2 km2, Sweileh is home to 151,016 people 
(Department of Statistics 2023), half of whom are 
non-Jordanians. It has 10 residential neighbourhoods, 
three of which include a large concentration of Syrian 
refugees and a bustling commercial district. 
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2 
Project findings: 
refugee wellbeing
The PDUW project’s approach to understanding and 
measuring wellbeing seeks to serve as an alternative 
to standard vulnerability analyses most often used 
to profile refugee populations. These often narrowly 
focus on basic needs – nutrition, access to shelter, 
WASH and health – and do not give a full picture of life 
in protracted displacement. It builds on a framework 
developed by the University of Bath Wellbeing in 
Development research consortium in the 2000s for 
the development sector (Camfield 2006; Gough and 
McGregor 2007; Gough et al. 2007; White 2009, 
2010, 2016; McGregor et al. 2009). PDUW developed 
indicators specific to refugee experiences and used 
them to generate a holistic refugee wellbeing framework 
based on five dimensions: bodily, economic, political, 
social and psychosocial wellbeing. This framework 
was used to code qualitative interviews, and it has also 
informed the creation of a refugee wellbeing metric that 
is composed of indicators from the PDUW survey that 
correspond to the five dimensions of wellbeing (see 
Table 1). For the survey, principal component analysis 
was used to give each respondent a score using the 
metric in Table 1.4 Annex 1 lists the components of the 
survey by domain.

This section presents wellbeing metric scores in more 
detail for displaced respondents surveyed in Zaatari 
Camp and Sweileh, considering these scores alongside 
data from qualitative interviews with refugees in both 
locations. Scores from the host population in Sweileh 
are included for comparison, but not analysed in detail 
as our qualitative interviews focused on the refugee 
population only.

The qualitative interviews examined the influence of 
place on the five wellbeing dimensions while also 
allowing for a deeper understanding of relevant themes 
and concerns raised by refugees. The sample includes 
51 interviewees (14 women and 12 men in Sweileh; 12 
women and 13 men in Zaatari camp). 

Interviewees were asked to describe the place they 
live and how they came to be there, as well as their 
impressions of the camp or the city, or both if they 
had lived in both settings. They described their main 
challenges in life, how to alleviate these concerns, 
and whether they thought they would face the same 
challenges in the other location. They were asked 
to describe their daily lives and to talk about things 
that give them joy, their role in the community and 
whether they feel at home. They were asked about 
registration and documentation as well as community 
representatives and where they can turn to for support. 
Finally, they were asked whether they would go back to 
their country of origin if the conflict there were to end.

4 For more on the development of the metric, see Barratt and Earle (2023).
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2.1 Bodily wellbeing
The dimension of bodily wellbeing is based on indicators 
relating to physical health and security. It covers 
access to a range of basic services including water 
and sanitation, healthcare and pharmacies, alongside 
a number of subjective assessments, including 
respondents’ own rating of their general health, of their 
housing situation, quality of healthcare in their area, and 
perceptions of safety. A measure of food security was 
also included in the dimension (the Reduced Coping 
Strategy Index (rCSI) by IPC Global Partners 2021). 

Our quantitative findings point towards higher overall 
bodily wellbeing scores in Sweileh than in Zaatari 
camp (see Figure 4). These differences between camp 
and urban refugees are statistically significant. There 
are also gender-based differences in bodily wellbeing 
scores. Overall, refugee men have higher bodily 
wellbeing scores than refugee women (see Annex 2).

Figure 4 shows the distribution of bodily wellbeing 
scores (all scores range from 0–1) among three 
population groups: urban refugees, camp-based 
refugees and urban hosts. The X-axis represents the 
bodily wellbeing score, where 0 stands for the lowest 

Table 1. Indicators and dimensions used in the wellbeing metric

BODILY ECONOMIC POLITICAL SOCIAL PSYCHOSOCIAL

Respondent health Financial situation of 
the household

Legal right to work Access to a place of 
worship

Life satisfaction

Quality of healthcare 
in the area

Income stability Legal capacity to 
start/register a 
business

Access to 
community centre 
and sports facilities

Optimism (life in one 
year’s time)

Access to 
healthcare in the 
area

Household ability to 
cover expenses

Freedom of 
movement

Ability to attend 
social gatherings

Feeling purposeful

Access to a 
pharmacy and health 
centre

Earner ratio UNHCR refugee 
status

Ability to meet 
friends and family

Feeling independent

Food security 
(reduced Coping 
Strategy Index rCSI) 

Household savings Legal documentation 
for residence

Ability to partake in 
group activities

Feeling that own 
time is spent 
constructively

Access to safe 
drinking water

Absence of 
concerning debt

Access to 
information on rights

Getting along with 
the displaced/
non-displaced 
community

Expected future 
living standards of 
children

Access to sanitation Ability to borrow Perceived degree of 
representation 

Perceived 
advantages of living 
in the area including 
a social network

Mental wellbeing 
(Warwick-Edinburgh 
7-Item Mental 
Wellbeing Scale)

Quality of housing Wealth by proxy of 
asset index

Perceived ability to 
make a difference in 
the community 

Feeling respected in 
the community

Perceived safety of 
area

Access to finance Quality of courts and 
perceived availability 
of justice

Feeling at home

School attendance 
of children 

Perceived treatment 
by police

Perceived availability 
of support if in 
danger

Access to education 
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possible score and 1 for the highest possible score. 
The graph shows that camp refugees in Zaatari (in blue) 
had lower bodily wellbeing scores than urban refugees 
and host communities in Sweileh. The Y-axis represents 
density, or distribution, of respondents’ scores. The 
vertical lines indicate median scores for each group 
being compared.

While Zaatari residents scored lower on bodily 
wellbeing overall, there were some similarities among 
indicators between camp and urban refugees. Both 
groups reported similar levels of general state of health. 

However, Sweileh respondents reported better access 
to healthcare (statistically significant); in Zaatari, 51% 
of respondents reported having access to healthcare 
compared to 73% in Sweileh. Residents in Zaatari also 
judge the quality of healthcare available to them more 
poorly than urban refugees (also statistically significant; 
see Figure 5). Gender differences within the camp are 
also statistically significant. Women in Zaatari are more 
likely to report lack of access to healthcare compared 
with men; 54% of women respondents reported a lack 
of availability of healthcare compared to 44% of men. 

Figure 4. Distribution of bodily wellbeing scores

Figure 5. Perception of quality of healthcare available to respondents by location and gender
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The qualitative interviews provide insight into healthcare 
challenges in the camp. Interviewees described the 
huge difficulties they face accessing hospital treatment. 
With several hospitals closing down in Zaatari Camp, 
patients must transfer outside the camp to undergo 
surgery and other treatment. The transfer process 
is complicated and entails long waiting periods. 
Furthermore, interviewees explained that the camp lacks 
many medical specialisms (such as physiotherapy and 
dental care), in addition to the general deterioration of 
medical care available. Patients must wait, in pain and 
sometimes for extended periods, until they are permitted 
to leave camp to receive treatment. 

For both camp and urban refugees, the cost of 
healthcare is a key challenge. Interviewees told us that 
visiting a doctor or paying for medication could set the 
household finances back for months. Skipping medical 
treatment and prioritising other expenses is common:

I can’t do a mammogram or an echo every six 
months. I didn’t check them [breast tumours] for two 
years, and I was worried and afraid [during that time]. 
The other day I paid 130 dinars at King Hussein 
Cancer Centre [to check them out], and my [financial] 
situation was messy for one month because I 
paid 130. 

— Displaced woman, 48, Sweileh

Another indicator contributing to the bodily wellbeing 
score was food security. The survey data found that 
food insecurity is high in both urban and camp samples: 
4 in 10 respondents reported not having enough to 
eat in the week before data collection. Slightly more 
respondents reported a lack of food in Sweileh (45%) 
than in Zaatari (40%) but this difference was too small 

to be statistically significant, though it raises interesting 
questions about both populations faring similarly given 
the investment in food provision in the camp. In the 
qualitative interviews, interviewees discussed the rising 
cost of food items and inflation and that food vouchers 
(provided to camp and some urban refugees through 
humanitarian assistance) are insufficient to cover food 
expenses.5 In Sweileh, some interviewees prioritise 
paying rent over food and resort to selling some or all of 
their food vouchers for these purposes. 

Nearly all (99%) urban respondents lived in an 
apartment or house, while in the camp, all (100%) lived 
in static caravans provided by UNHCR. In the city, the 
primary housing challenge is the affordability of rent. 
Interviewees said that housing within their budget tends 
to be lower quality, suffers from problems such as 
humidity and mould, and is often converted basements 
with no or very little natural light or ventilation. In 
addition, interviewees said that affordable housing 
is typically less well connected, meaning higher 
transportation costs to work, schools and markets. 
Interviewees said that their relocation efforts were to 
balance their different needs (paying rent, minimising 
transportation costs, and maximising proximity to 
markets and job opportunities). In the camp, the free 
accommodation helps, yet interviewees consistently 
told us that the caravans provided have been in use 
since 2013 and are old, deteriorating and require 
maintenance. In qualitative interviews, the quality of 
shelter was described as affecting individual’s sense of 
dignity and wellbeing. Many respondents emphasised 
the concept of a decent house in contrast to a caravan.

Perceptions of safety differ between the camp and 
the city (Figure 6). The survey data indicates that 

Figure 6. Perceptions of safety of neighbourhood among survey respondents by location and gender

5 Food vouchers are 23 Jordanian dinars per month for each person in the household.
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urban refugees feel safer walking the streets of their 
neighbourhood than camp-based refugees (92.12% 
respondents in Sweileh compared to 62.81 % in 
Zaatari; these results are statistically significant). The 
gender differences are also statistically significant 
between camp and the city. Around 54% of women 
feel safe in Zaatari compared to 71.5% of men. In the 
city, 87% of women reported feel safe walking in their 
neighbourhood compared to 97% of men. Therefore, 
while women feel less safe than men in both locations, 
safety is a particular issue for camp-based women, 
45.7% of whom do not feel safe in their neighbourhood. 
One of the main safety concerns in the camp raised 
during the qualitative interviews is sexual harassment. 
Women said it is common for young girls to be harassed 
on their way to school. Although there are police patrols 
around schools, this has not eradicated the problem.

Qualitative interviews highlighted the centrality of shelter 
in perceptions of safety for camp-based refugees. 
Interviewees described the caravans as hazard-prone 
shelters, where fires spread easily and insects and rust 
make their way through the caravan metal. Interviewees 
also reported the prevalence of stray dogs in the camp 
as a safety risk, especially in the early morning or late 
at night. 

2.2	 Economic wellbeing 
In addition to the displacement economies component 
of the PDUW project, the wellbeing metric also included 
an economic dimension broadly defined as being in a 
comfortable financial situation. This includes having a 
stable and predictable income, the ability to cover one’s 
expenses from work, savings, the capacity to borrow 
when needed, absence of concerning debt and access 
to finance. It also includes the earner ratio (number of 
household earners/number of household members) and 
approximate wealth using a household asset index.6

Looking at aggregate scores for economic wellbeing 
based on our composite metric, Figure 7 shows that 
displaced respondents in the camp scored higher 
on economic wellbeing than those in the city. These 
findings are statistically significant. Notably, in the 
city, displaced people as well as hosts seem to be 
struggling economically. The hosts’ economic wellbeing 
scores are much lower than their scores for other 
wellbeing dimensions in this study. This indicates that 
the barriers impacting a displaced person’s economic 
wellbeing may be shared with hosts, and that there 
are structural challenges to economic wellbeing 
impacting all residents. It also reveals that the camp 
has created an artificial economy where residents are 
sheltered from the worst of structural economic effects 

Figure 7. Distribution of economic wellbeing scores

6 Asset index includes assets such as cars, motorcycles, bikes, TVs, radios, fans, mobile phones, fridges, computers, and internet connections. As ownership of 
these items is typically highly correlated, we used the variance-maximizing principal component analysis (PCA) method to assign a score to each respondent.
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(such as unemployment, rent). However, this camp 
economy is unsustainable and dependent on continued 
international aid. 

To further understand these results, we examined 
specific indicators within the economic wellbeing 
domain. First, on their perceptions of their financial 
situation, 45.8% of displaced respondents in Sweileh 
described their financial situation as very difficult 
compared to 33.2% in Zaatari (these results are 
statistically significant). Although the average monthly 
income is considerably higher for urban displaced 
respondents (US$327) than camp-based refugees 
(US$152), costs incurred by urban refugees to meet 
basic needs outweigh the difference in pay. Outside the 
camp, refugees pay for rent, electricity, water and other 
services in addition to losing automatic enrolment for 
food vouchers and cash assistance. In our qualitative 
interviews, interviewees explained how the higher costs 
in the city are the biggest obstacle facing displaced 
people when deciding whether to leave the camp:

Remember what I told you in the beginning? That 
I don’t think of leaving the camp so I don’t have to 
face these concerns, so I don’t have to worry about 
electricity, water and rent at the end of the month: 
why force myself to go through a new vicious cycle? 
Let me just stay where I am, thank God, do you 
get me? They have a valid point, I mean those who 
believe this, because at the end of the month, you 
need at least 150 dinars for the rent, electricity and 
water bills and maybe even more, but I can’t afford 
that amount, so why would I make myself go through 
this? Why would I cause myself this headache? 

— Displaced woman, 33, Zaatari

Camp refugees were much more likely to be receiving 
support from humanitarian organisations compared to 
urban refugees. The survey revealed that while around 
90% of refugees in Zaatari Camp said that humanitarian 
aid was their household’s main source of income, only 
20% said the same in Sweileh. Urban refugees who 
have applied for humanitarian support to help them with 
higher expenses in the city (whether food vouchers 
or cash assistance) described the often-humiliating 
process, the lack of clear guidance on who is entitled 
to this support, and its unpredictability. The families 
who successfully applied later described being notified 
by text message, without advance warning, that they 
would no longer be receiving it. Others told us it has 
been years since they applied but they had yet to hear 
the outcome. 

[UNHCR workers] came to visit me last time and they 
said that they are concerned about humidity, and 
they took photos and that was it… There are some 
who ask you what you eat and what you drink. I have 

been living in this country for 10 years. Is it possible 
that I won’t have a fridge? A TV? That I won’t have 
something to cover myself with? They ask questions 
that are provoking to be honest. ‘How many times do 
you eat potatoes?’ I’m really not sure how to convey 
the idea to you. Do I need to smell [have body odour], 
pardon me, so you would believe that I am in need? 
The indicators they use are provoking … We tried to 
convey this more than once but no avail. 

— Displaced man interviewee, 38, Amman

People are more likely to report that they can borrow 
money if they live in the camp (75% of respondents 
in Zaatari compared to 63% in Sweileh; results are 
statistically significant). This could be because of the 
extended social networks in the camp compared to 
more isolated households in the city. Although we find 
high levels of debt in both samples (75% of respondents 
in Zaatari compared to 84% in Sweileh), respondents 
in Sweileh are more likely to be concerned about the 
amount of debt accumulated (differences are statistically 
significant). This could be because employment in the 
city is unpredictable and insecure, making it harder 
for urban refugees to repay debts. In both locations, 
many respondents raised the issue of accumulated 
debts when asked about dignified living and stated that 
‘the most important thing is not to die while indebted’. 
Earning an income is critical for getting by, yet amassing 
debts can erode one’s sense of dignity. One interviewee 
in Sweileh contemplated returning to the camp due 
to the burden of debt. These sentiments show the 
considerable influence of debt on individuals’ lives, 
wellbeing and sense of worth. 

An alarming number of households in both camp and 
city are unable to cover their expenses (86% in Zaatari 
and 84% in Sweileh). More than 77% of respondents 
reported having no current income from work personally 
(84% in Zaatari and 70% in Sweileh; differences 
between the two locations are statistically significant). 
These numbers are impacted by the number of women 
who report an income from work: in Sweileh, half 
of all men reported an income from work compared 
to a quarter of men in Zaatari. Only seven women 
reported working in Zaatari, and while more women 
reported working in Sweileh, numbers were still low. 
Urban refugees were significantly more likely to report 
income from work at the household level regardless 
of whether they were personally employed at the time 
of the interview. Among respondents who currently 
have no income from work, slightly more reported 
actively looking for work in Zaatari than in Sweileh, but 
a significantly higher number of men reported looking 
for work than women in both locations (93% of men 
compared to 61% of women; result is significant). Work7 
is intrinsically tied to leading a dignified life as it not only 

7 Work was the second most mentioned word in our qualitative interviews (after the word ‘people’) and was mentioned 2,532 times in 51 interviews.
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fulfils basic needs but also preserves one’s self-respect. 
In addition to providing a stable income, the inability 
to work negatively affects psychosocial wellbeing and 
hinders integration within the host community. As one 
interviewee put it, 

I don’t feel I’m part of the community because I can’t 
provide properly for my family. I’m sitting around 
all day, and I can’t work. Why am I alive? I am not 
contributing to society. 

— Displaced man, 33, Sweileh

This sentiment was echoed in both samples and 
emphasised by women interviewees in particular. 
Many women interviewees linked work to feelings 
of independence and self-reliance. However, they 
also highlighted the dearth of available employment 
opportunities and expressed aspirations for 
opportunities that would enable them to work and care 
for their families. 

Despite these struggles, in answer to the survey 
question ‘where do you think it is easier to have a 
good life and to find work?’ most of our respondents 
from both Zaatari and Sweileh said cities offer better 

opportunities, regardless of whether they were based 
in the camp or the city (Figures 8 and 9). Approximately 
a third of camp respondents believed the camp offered 
more opportunities for work and leading a good life. 

It is worth mentioning that this survey was conducted in 
the aftermath of the pandemic. COVID-19 had a severe 
economic effect on all individuals surveyed, with more 
than 44% noting that the pandemic caused them to 
lose all work revenue. However, the hardest hit group 
were the urban displaced. Additionally, COVID-19 
disproportionately affected incomes generated 
from employment, placing city residents at a greater 
disadvantage. Further, looking at the effects of the 
pandemic on the earner ratio, Figure 10 shows losses 
of earners to be more severe in the camp. However, the 
fact that camp residents rely more on aid (see Figure 23 
later on in the paper) could explain why these losses did 
not result in lower economic wellbeing scores. 

Finally, findings reveal that urban refugees are more 
asset poor and asset insecure compared to camp 
refugees and hosts. Zaatari respondents had a higher 
household asset index score than their Sweileh 
counterparts, a result that is consistent with the 

Figures 8. Perceptions of best place to find work
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overall economic wellbeing scores. The findings (as 
a composite of all assets held) may be impacted by 
the fact that most camp respondents (75%) reported 
owning a bicycle, compared to 1% of respondents in 
Sweileh. This is due to the nature of transport in the 
camp, as well as Sweileh’s geography (steep hills) 
and lack of cycling infrastructure. However, camp 
respondents were also more likely to report owning a TV 
and a fan.

Our qualitative interviews revealed that even when urban 
displaced families are able to slowly acquire assets, 
their precarious economic conditions and inability to 
sustain themselves through economic shocks mean 
that selling those assets are often their only means 
of survival:

We thought COVID-19 would last for one week or 
14 days. It dragged on and on. My wife was pregnant 
and used to take injections. Each injection used to 
cost 175 dinars. She needed them daily. I honestly 
reached a pitiful state. I sold our gas cylinders. I sold 
the bedroom furniture. I sold the oven. I sold the TV. 
I sold the carpets. Everything. All, in order to provide 
for my children and buy medication for my wife.

— Displaced man, 38, Amman

2.3 Political wellbeing
The political wellbeing dimension is based on indicators 
relating to rights to movement, education and work, 
documentation and legal status, access to justice and 
information on rights, relationships with institutions 
and people in authority, and perceived degree of 
representation (this definition of representation is wide, 
and includes membership of unions, community groups 
and traditional forms of association). The governing 
bodies for the displaced in the camp and the city 

differ. Along with the camp management under the 
SRAD, UNHCR has a more direct role in governing 
and implementing policies in the camp. In addition to 
differences in the complexity of governance structures, 
the enforcement of laws can also vary between the 
camp and the city. For example, in Zaatari, there may 
be more flexibility in specific areas, such as allowing 
Syrians to teach in the camp (a closed profession for 
displaced Syrians outside the camp). 

Taking these aspects into consideration and looking 
at the aggregate political wellbeing scores, Figure 11 
shows that camp-based respondents had slightly higher 
political wellbeing scores than refugees surveyed in 
Sweileh. These differences are statistically significant.

In the camp, around 65% of survey respondents 
reported feeling well represented compared to 
approximately 50% in the city (results are significant). 
The qualitative interviews revealed that camp 
interviewees followed similar mechanisms to address 
their needs: they resorted to the camp management 
or UNHCR to raise concerns. Camp refugees also 
had more redress mechanisms available to them. For 
example, in cases involving children or gender-based 
violence, they resorted to the Family Protection Unit. 
Community leaders, including sector presidents or tribal 
councils, have a mediating role between conflicted 
parties but there was a common perception that their 
authority and representative powers were quite limited. 

In contrast, interviewees in the city often responded with 
‘nobody’ when asked who represented them. When 
faced with difficulties, they tended to refer to family 
members or neighbours they considered to be ‘wise’. 
Fewer respondents resorted to UNHCR compared 
to the camp. Urban interviewees also questioned 
UNHCR’s effectiveness as an organisation with a remit 
to represent refugee needs:

Figure 10. Average number of income earners before and after COVID-19 among refugees and hosts
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Interviewer: Who represents you, or who is the head 
of this community?

Refugee respondent: I wish there was. I wish there 
was someone I can go and talk to. I say to myself: I 
want to tell the UNHCR, but they just want to take 
your answers [to their assessments] and the only 
thing they say is that it is not our business.

— Displaced woman, 48, Sweileh

Almost all the respondents were registered with 
UNHCR, though some were registered as residing in 
the camp despite living outside it because they had left 
the camp without following proper procedure. This left 
them in a more vulnerable legal situation, complicating 
the process of renewing their UNHCR documents or 
accessing support services and protection and affecting 
their mobility and access to jobs.8 One interviewee in 
Sweileh expressed concerns about his legal status 
because he entered the country without appropriate 
documentation. He believed he was staying ‘illegally’ 
and was living in constant fear of arrest and deportation. 

Mobility rights are significantly different between the 
camp and the city. Although movement is generally 
unrestricted in the city, almost all qualitative interviewees 
said transport affordability is a huge concern. Coupled 
with limitations on obtaining driving licences,9 this 
has adverse effects on political but also economic 
and social wellbeing. In contrast, mobility in Zaatari is 

inherently constrained. To leave the camp, refugees 
must queue and wait up to half a day to obtain 
permits to leave the camp.10 Faced with cumbersome 
procedures, especially in emergencies such as seeking 
dental care, many refugees leave the camp irregularly 
through the sand fence, also known as the ‘berm’, 
risking encountering the police.

Perceptions of treatment by and trust in the police 
forces varied considerably between the camp and the 
city. Urban refugees were overwhelmingly positive about 
the police, often contrasting them with the police in 
Syria, but camp residents’ encounters with the police 
were more frequent and negative. Irregular departures 
from camp are the main reason displaced people in 
Zaatari end up at the police station. It is worth noting 
that in Jordan, we had to remove questions from the 
survey and the semi-structured interviews about trust in 
the police and refugees’ perceptions of their treatment 
by the police, as a condition of having our research 
permits approved by the government. As such the 
data we do have emerges from incidents that are self-
reported in the qualitative interviews, where interviewees 
brought this up without prompting by the interviewers.

Access to and quality of justice is also a concern for 
respondents. Only 43% of respondents in Sweileh and 
51% in Zaatari described the quality of courts as ‘high’ 
(results are significant). Additionally, women tend to find 
the quality of courts lower than men in each location 

Figure 11. Distribution of political wellbeing scores

8 Regulations to leave the camp changed over the years. Generally, to have an exit permit, the household or individual should provide financial collateral or find a 
Jordanian sponsor.
9 Driving is mostly illegal for foreigners. Syrian investors and students are exempt from these restrictions. However, applying for a licence can be cumbersome 
and needs frequent renewals.
10 Individuals with valid work permits do not need to apply for additional exit permits.
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(gender differences are statistically significant). Even 
fewer respondents said they would resort to courts to 
help them if needed (38% and 12% in Sweileh and 
Zaatari respectively; results are statistically significant). 
Our qualitative interviews revealed instances where 
interviewees needed law enforcement for issues such as 
withheld wages, disputes with neighbours, and even a 
kidnapping attempt of a minor, but that their complaints 
were not taken seriously. For the attempted kidnapping, 
the family was discouraged from filing a complaint by 
neighbours who pointed out the risks of deportation.

Examining access to information on rights and legal 
status, our survey finds that the displaced in Zaatari 
report slightly higher levels of access. Differences are 
statistically significant: approximately 78% of camp 
respondents reported having good access to such 
information, compared to 68% in Sweileh. Interestingly, 
the differences are more pronounced for women, and 
the gender differences are also statistically significant. 
While 81% of women in Zaatari reported good to very 
good access, only 62% of women reported good to very 
good access in Sweileh. This highlights the importance 
of raising awareness among women in urban settings to 
ensure equitable access to information on rights.

Finally, political wellbeing scores in the city were also 
affected by the challenges of pursuing work legally (as 
issues with documentation and legal rights were coded 
under political wellbeing, even if they concerned work 
permits, for example). Within Zaatari Camp, residents 
are able to work but face challenges when trying to 
obtain work permits to work outside the camps. Within 
the camps, they can work in a range of fields, including 
teaching, that displaced people outside the camp 
cannot. In qualitative interviews with urban refugees, the 

injustice of being locked out of fields of expertise was 
a pressing concern for those with higher degrees. This 
issue is more pronounced for the younger generation 
currently studying at Jordanian universities or aspiring 
to do so. The prospect of graduating and incurring 
debts to finance their education, only to face barriers in 
seeking employment in their chosen fields leads them 
and their families to question the value of pursuing 
higher education in the first place. 

Since I’m Syrian, there are many areas we can’t 
work in here. I have applied for work in many 
pharmacies since I have a diploma in pharmacy 
assistance […] I applied a lot and to companies who 
need pharmacists and pharmacy assistants. When I 
applied here, I was rejected because this profession 
is not open, although my Tawjihi [high school] 
certificate is Jordanian. I didn’t receive my pharmacy 
degree from abroad. I went into pharmacy in 
accordance with the Jordanian laws and regulations.

— Displaced man, 25, Sweileh

2.4 Social wellbeing
The social wellbeing dimension incorporates indicators 
relating to social interactions (the ability to spend 
time with friends and family and partake in group 
activities), alongside access to places of worship, 
community centres and/or sports facilities. It also 
includes perceptions of whether the displaced and 
non-displaced get along well in the community and the 
nature of social networks. Looking at composite scores 
from the metric, Figure 12 shows that refugees surveyed 
in the camp had slightly higher social wellbeing scores. 
These differences are statistically significant.

Figure 12. Distribution of social wellbeing scores
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Several indicators explain the lower social wellbeing 
scores in the city. Notably, access to community 
centres, sports facilities and social gatherings was 
perceived to be worse in the city compared to the camp. 
Only around 45% of respondents in Sweileh were 
satisfied or very satisfied with levels of engagement in 
sports or hobbies compared to 61% in Zaatari (results 
are statistically significant). Respondents in the city 
were also more likely to be dissatisfied with their ability 
to attend social gatherings. Around 78% of Zaatari 
respondents were satisfied with their ability to attend 
social gatherings compared to 64% in the city (results 
also statistically significant). Gender differences are 
significant in Sweileh, with women reporting being less 
satisfied with their ability to engage in hobbies and their 
ability to attend social gatherings.

In Sweileh, levels of satisfaction with the ability to pursue 
leisure activities were similar between men and women 
(at 50%), but the difference was more pronounced in 
Zaatari, where 70% of men reported being satisfied with 
their ability to pursue leisure activities compared to just 
over 50% of women (gender differences are statistically 
significant) (Figure 13).

Qualitative data provided context for those findings: 
men in Zaatari actively partake in football leagues. 
Specifically, interviewees mentioned playing fields 
provided by NGOs or empty plots near the camp’s 
perimeter fence that are used to organise activities. 
However, focus groups revealed that women and girls 
in Zaatari lack similar access to public spaces to pursue 
leisure activities, as the following discussion between 
focus group participants reveals:

Participant F: Look, those places are exclusively 
for men, so where do women go? They [men] go to 
playgrounds and football fields […] but women can’t 
access these playgrounds […] Men enjoy greater 
freedom, now if you go to any playground, you will 
see that it is exclusively for men. 

Participant D: There are certain hours of the day 
[reserved] for girls.

Participant F: Yes, [but] it’s only accessible up until 
a certain age. Take my daughter as an example. I 
let her go play [there] until fourth or fifth grade, but 
then it’s over, because she is getting older, and it’s 
not [culturally] allowed […] My daughters face a lot 
of pressure at home, they don’t go out at all, they 
can only go to school and come back, and then they 
just keep on studying, they have exams every month, 
so you feel they are under a lot of psychological 
pressure. We wish there were some leisure spaces 
that are exclusively for girls […] Life in the camp 
is extremely unfair towards girls, but it’s different 
for boys.

Participant C: If there were spaces that are 
exclusively for girls, it would be ok for them to go. 

— Displaced Syrian women focus group, Zaatari 
Camp)

Figure 13. Levels of satisfaction with ability to pursue leisure activities
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Urban refugees said that time and financial constraints 
were the main obstacles hindering their ability to pursue 
leisure activities or attend social gatherings:

To tell you the truth, since I got married, I really 
wanted to go to Aqaba [for a honeymoon]. But I can’t, 
the first reason is the cost and the second is the time. 
One day I don’t work will impact me for four or five 
days. In addition to that, there’s no driving licence. 
So, there are many obstacles. Any trip or outing I 
would think about will cost a lot. 

— Displaced man, 27, Sweileh

The lack of public transport infrastructure impacted on 
urban refugees’ mobility even within Sweileh, and led 
to higher expenses for some families (such as paying 
for a school bus) and impacted on their ability to seek 
leisure opportunities:

Interviewee: It is quite hard for me to go to the market, 
the pharmacy, the bakery. There is a big distance 
between my home and the market. I wish we could 
be living around the market; it would be easier for 
me. It is hard to go out and get medicine during 
winter or snowstorms. Sometimes, if the weather is 
too cold, we can’t leave for three or four days until 
it gets better […] You need to walk uphill, the street 
isn’t convenient for walking, there are slopes, and 
stairs, so going to the market is challenging when 
it’s snowing, or during cold weather, or even in 
Ramadan, when one is fasting, it is hard to go […] 
Also, when it comes to my daughter’s school, we 
have to pay for the bus because the school is far. 
It takes around half an hour to 45 minutes to go on 
foot, so if we lived next to the school, we wouldn’t 
need to take the bus, but now that we have to pay for 
the bus, excuse me, but it’s a significant amount of 
money that could be better used for other purposes 
at home […] There is a significant distance between 
our home and the parks.

Interviewer: Are there any public buses that you 
could take?

Interviewee: No, there are no buses I can take from 
this street. I have to walk for a long distance to take 
the bus.

— Displaced woman, 30, Sweileh

Furthermore, the nature of social relationships was 
found to differ between the camp and the city. Networks 
in the camp tend to be more extensive and last longer. In 
many cases, displaced people in Zaatari have relatives 
and old acquaintances living near them:

It is not about the place you live in […] To me, almost 
95% of my town migrated. And when the 30% went 
back, the 60% remained here […] All my relatives 
are here. It is as if I am back home, the social life, the 

daily interactions are the same. We have invitations 
for meals and weddings. We are all together. Even at 
funerals, we share everything. We participate in each 
other’s lives as if we are still in our hometown. 

— Displaced man, 52, Zaatari

By contrast, in the city, relationships were described 
by one interviewee as ‘having different rhythms than 
relationships in Syria’. Connections are scarcer and 
take longer to develop. Additionally, frequent household 
moves and limited time and resources for socialising 
contribute to a more isolated experience in the city:

If you want to host someone at your place, you have 
to show your hospitality and serve them well. You 
have to offer them what they offer when you visit 
them, and I can’t do that to be honest […] If they 
invite you, then you have to pay it back later, so I just 
cut it short in my own way, I say that I am not free, my 
son has this, or my daughter has that, I try to avoid it 
in a diplomatic way. 

— Displaced woman, 46, Sweileh

2.5 Psychosocial wellbeing
Psychosocial wellbeing is defined here as a composite 
of life satisfaction, feeling at home, optimism for the 
future for the respondent and for the next generation 
of their community, feelings of independence and 
agency, and being treated with respect. It also includes 
the Warwick-Edinburgh (7-item) Mental Wellbeing 
Scale, where respondents are rated from high or 
average mental wellbeing down to possible or probable 
depression (Ng Fat et al. 2016).

In psychosocial wellbeing, the difference between 
the camp and the city was minimal, although camp 
respondents generally fared slightly better than those 
in Sweileh (Figure 14). While differences were minimal, 
they were statistically significant. 

There are gender-based differences in how respondents 
rated overall life satisfaction, perceived independence, 
and optimism about their children’s futures. Gender 
differences are significant between men and women 
for both samples combined and for each location 
separately. Women in Sweileh reported higher levels 
of satisfaction with life, with 71% stating that they 
were somewhat or very satisfied, compared to 64.6% 
of women respondents in Zaatari. Men respondents 
reported similar levels of life satisfaction in the camp and 
the city, with average of 58% reporting being very or 
somewhat satisfied in both locations.

Men in Sweileh displayed the least optimism regarding 
their children’s future, with only 48% believing their 
children would have better living standards than 
themselves. Conversely, women in Zaatari demonstrated 
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the highest optimism, with 81% believing their children 
would have better living standards than themselves. 
Living in caravans and harsh conditions, respondents 
aspire and think it is inevitable that their children should 
have better living standards. These gender differences 
are significant. Furthermore, women in both samples 
perceived themselves as less independent than men 
when asked if they are able to make their own decisions 
(Figure 15). 

Although work has become more acceptable within 
their social networks, providing opportunities for Syrian 
women to socialise, their limited household income, the 
unemployment of many men in their household, and the 
resulting crowded spaces at home with several families 
sharing a single flat puts additional pressure on women 
and restricts their freedom. This story was shared by a 
focus group participant and reveals the compounding 
difficulties for women and girls trying to stand up for 
their rights when living with extended family:

Figure 15. Levels of perceived independence
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L: In the past, when we were in Syria, I won’t lie to 
you, we followed society’s rules. When we came 
here, I took a course called My Child and I. She [the 
instructor] explained the issues [with early marriage]. 
After that, I refused to give my daughter away no 
matter how many suitors came asking for her hand in 
marriage. I will not marry her off. I am quarrelling with 
her uncles.

[Other focus group participants applaud her and 
express support: Bravo!]

L continues: It is really difficult. Her uncles want 
to marry her off, but I’m refusing. I’m quarrelling 
with them and we are not on good terms, but I 
will not give her away. That’s it. It is just really 
difficult because we all live in the same flat. It is 
really difficult.

— Displaced women’s focus group, Sweileh

At the same time, there were reported instances of 
refugee women working, establishing businesses, and 
demonstrating more agency and independence than 
prior to displacement. 

The application of WEMWBS mentioned above 
shows that most respondents present average to 
high mental wellbeing scores (81% in camp and 83% 
of respondents in Zaatari and Sweileh, respectively) 

(Figure 16).11 However, camp-based respondents 
show a slightly more fragile picture of mental wellbeing, 
with one in five falling below the threshold of possible 
depression. WEMWBS score differences are not 
statistically different between the camp and city, 
and there is no statistical significance in differences 
between men and women. 

During our qualitative interviews, several interviewees 
expressed feelings of depression, attributing them 
primarily to their financial situation and isolation 
in Sweileh and to the harsh living conditions in 
Zaatari. Additionally, in the camp, some interviewees 
reported a sense of shame for residing there and 
expressed concerns about their children being 
perpetually stigmatised. 

Most camp interviewees rely on the same NGOs 
and the UNHCR protection unit to support their 
mental health, expressing trust in these organisations, 
which provide them with a sense of security not 
readily available to the same extent in the city. One 
or two women interviewees praised the provision of 
professional psychosocial support in the camp. In 
contrast, a woman respondent in Sweileh expressed 
frustration with the support offered by NGOs in the city, 
citing difficulties in access despite numerous attempts 
to reach out to them.

Figure 16. Warwick-Edinburgh (7-item) Mental Wellbeing Scale scores 

11 WEMWBS was developed in 2005 and funded by the National Health Service’s NHS Health Scotland to support the Scottish Executive’s National Programme 
for Improving Mental Health and Well-being in Scotland. Since then, it has been adopted in a wide variety of contexts. It measures positive feelings, providing an 
indication of resilience.
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Some camp residents pointed to the stigmatisation of 
living in the camp, especially when dealing with Syrians 
outside the camp, but not necessarily Jordanians. 

[A friend’s relative] said, “My dear sister, if you want 
to stay in the camp, I can’t let your son marry my 
daughter.” I said, “Are you getting into this marriage 
with my son or with UNHCR?” I swear, I told my son 
to just forget about it. And when you sit with people 
who live outside the camp they start bragging and 
saying things like life outside the camp is better, we 
earn this much money, we have this and that. But 
why do you brag about it? I can’t afford to rent a 
place [if I were to leave]. 

— Displaced woman interviewee, 44, Zaatari

Feeling at home is an indicator that could encapsulate 
refugees’ overall experiences in Jordan. When asked 
about this in the survey, the results were largely similar 
in both camp and city, with an average of 88% of 
respondents somewhat or strongly agreeing that they 
feel at home. Nevertheless, during our qualitative 
interviews, many respondents stated that while they 
felt comfortable in Jordan, they did not necessarily 
feel settled or at home. Like the notion of a decent life, 
feelings of belonging appeared elusive, often viewed 
as something happening to others and at a later point 
in time. The conditions for feeling at home varied 
among interviewees, from being able to plant a tree 

and having a ‘real’ home (for some interviewees in the 
camp) to having stable jobs in the city, to their uncertain 
residency status:

I’m telling you that I’m comfortable with how things 
are now. I’m happy and feel like I am somebody 
maybe, and that I and my family and my children are 
living in safety. But that I’m settled, or I feel that the 
camp is my home? Definitely not.

— Displaced man, 52, Zaatari

The most important thing is to feel safe and secure. 
What we feel is that we are refugees. It is true that 
we are neighbours with good relations, but I’m still 
a refugee. I can be kicked out and sent home at any 
time. I’m still a refugee. When you are in your own 
country it is different.

— Displaced woman, 19, Sweileh

For some interviewees, the concept of home has been 
shattered. Syria no longer resembles the home they 
once knew, and the fear of being forcibly repatriated 
there was a prevalent concern. Many expressed a desire 
to visit relatives in Syria but emphasised that the country 
is not safe enough for a permanent return. Visiting 
family they have been separated from for over a decade 
(including elderly parents) would incur losing their right 
to asylum in Jordan. 
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3 
Syrian refugee 
wellbeing in Jordan: 
summary of main 
findings
Urban and camp-based refugees overwhelmingly 
thought it was easier to lead a good life in the city (92%) 
compared to the camp (8%), with few camp refugees 
who had moved to the city indicating that they planned 
to go back. Yet urban refugees scored lower on four of 
the five wellbeing indicators: economic, social, political 
and psychosocial wellbeing. The lack of adequate and 
accessible support services has contributed to these 
lower scores. Camp-based refugees, while scoring 
higher on all wellbeing dimensions except for bodily 
wellbeing, rely on continuing aid provision and camp life 
is restricted, uncertain and unsustainable. Differences 
in wellbeing scores between camp and urban across all 
five domains were statistically significant. 

Bodily wellbeing scores were lower in the camp than 
the city, despite most humanitarian aid in camps being 
spent on priorities that fall under the bodily wellbeing 
domain: food, healthcare, shelter and WASH. Despite 
lower overall scores in the camp, examination of the 
individual indicators shows a nuanced picture for city-
based refugees. For example, on healthcare, they rated 
access as significantly better than in the camp, but 
when self-reporting on their state of health (a measure 
that has been found to be accurate by the World Health 
Organization) city-based refugees scored lower (Wu 
et al. 2013). This indicates that although healthcare is 
available, and considered of better quality than in the 

camp, cost is a big hindrance. Urban refugees delay 
needed medical treatment, and when they cannot delay 
it anymore, the costs significantly impact on their ability 
to meet other basic needs such as food, and they 
incur debt. 

A similar trend emerges with food security. Despite 
most camp-based refugees receiving food vouchers, 
significant humanitarian spending on food in the 
camp has not achieved food security. Around 50% 
of urban refugees receive similar support, but survey 
data revealed both camp and urban refugees are food 
insecure: four out of ten respondents reported not 
having had enough food to eat in the past week, with 
scores slightly worse in the city (45%) than the camp 
(40%). Urban refugees reported having to choose 
between paying rent and buying food. 

Finally, similar trends emerged in relation to shelter. 
Despite humanitarian aid providing shelter in the camp, 
camp-based refugees felt their accommodation was 
unhealthy (prone to rust and insects), unsafe (prone 
to fires) and undignified (not a home). They also felt 
less safe compared to city-based refugees, especially 
women. Close to half camp-based refugee women 
(45.7%) reported feeling unsafe. 

While encampment may be primarily a government 
decision, our findings have implications for humanitarian 
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programming. They clearly indicate that a cost–benefit 
analysis of the encampment policy is urgently needed, 
looking at sectors where the majority of humanitarian 
aid is spent, such as food aid and healthcare. As the 
majority of refugees in Jordan live in cities (more than 
79% of Syrian refugees), the findings also point to the 
necessity of envisioning alternative forms of providing 
humanitarian aid that can support urban refugees. 
Such a shift requires humanitarian providers to rethink 
presumptions about urban refugees, a challenge not 
specific to Jordan but linked to global patterns of 
humanitarian provision (see Earle 2023). Designing 
programming that supports refugee wellbeing, rather 
than only responding to basic needs, can lead to more 
impactful support, especially in situations of protracted 
urban displacement. 

Economic wellbeing scores were higher in the camp 
than the city, where both urban refugees and hosts 
scored lower than camp-based refugees. This points 
to how the reduced economic regulations governing 
work and economic activity inside the camp have 
better supported refugees’ economic wellbeing. This 
‘looser’ legislation has enabled some refugees to open 
businesses and enterprises that respond to the needs of 
camp residents, and allowed others to work in fields and 
professions (such as teaching) that they are barred from 
outside the camp. Humanitarian aid has also contributed 
to creating this unsustainable – but still buoyant – 
microeconomy, whether through the food voucher 
system (food vouchers are sold for cash and food 
bought from alternative, cheaper, vendors rather than 
the supermarkets where vouchers can be used), cash 
assistance, and short-term employment by humanitarian 
agencies in the camp. If humanitarian aid ceased, it is 
unlikely that this economic wellbeing advantage enjoyed 
by camp refugees would be maintained. Therefore, 
while scoring higher on economic wellbeing, more care 
is needed to understand the long-term implications of 
creating a microeconomy dependent on humanitarian 
aid, especially considering the protracted nature of 
refugee situations. Even though some humanitarian aid 
has gone towards building permanent infrastructure 
in camps (such as WASH) there is little evidence that 
a camp like Zaatari could, if it were opened up, gain 
permanent status and slowly urbanise. If this seems 
unlikely for a camp like Zaatari, it will be even less likely 
for more isolated camps, like Azraq. 

Furthermore, despite scoring higher on economic 
wellbeing, both city and camp respondents 
overwhelmingly believe it is easier to find work in the 
city, and that a ‘good life’ is more possible in the city 
than in the camp. Respondents also linked work and 
sustaining oneself from one’s own income to feelings 
of dignity and self-worth; this was consistently brought 
up as a wellbeing priority. Despite these aspirations, 
the data found strikingly high levels of unemployment in 

both the city and the camp. Hosts and urban refugees 
struggled to achieve economic wellbeing, indicating that 
place-based approaches that consider the wider crisis 
impacting the Jordanian economy need to be taken 
into account when designing interventions to support 
urban refugees. Though both hosts and urban refugees 
struggle in the city, urban refugees were found to be 
particularly asset poor, and less likely to deal with and 
adapt to economic shocks, such as COVID-19. 

Therefore, these findings suggest that while economic 
wellbeing scores were higher in the camp, the context 
enabling this discrepancy is not sustainable. The 
findings also point to refugees’ preference for finding 
work and leading a dignified life in the city, even when, in 
reality, their economic situation there is more precarious. 
If humanitarian aid aimed at providing bodily wellbeing 
for refugees has inadvertently allowed refugees more 
economic security, how long can this last? The task 
ahead, bearing in mind refugees’ preference for the city, 
is identifying how humanitarian aid can better support 
urban refugees and to sustain more dignified lives where 
they are more resilient to shocks and stresses. 

Political wellbeing scores were proximate in both 
camp and city, with camp residents showing a slight 
advantage due to better systems of representation 
and better access to information than urban refugees. 
Camp-based refugees follow similar pathways to 
address their needs: resorting to camp management 
and UNHCR for general issues, the Family Protection 
Unit for cases involving children or gender-based 
violence, and to community leaders (including sector 
presidents and tribal councils) for mediating conflicts. 
Urban refugees most often responded with ‘nobody’ 
when asked who represented them. Urban refugees’ 
political wellbeing scores were negatively impacted 
by their lack of access to justice. Many reported not 
pursuing issues out of belief that their complaints 
would not be taken seriously, or worse, put them at risk 
of deportation. 

However, the constraints on mobility faced by camp 
residents, the complication and often cruelty of the 
permit system, as well as harsh treatment by police 
forces governing the camp, negatively impacted the 
political wellbeing scores of camp-based refugees. 
Instances of camp police failing to treat them with 
dignity (including an instance of a policewoman tearing 
up a work permit) further impacted their political 
wellbeing. By contrast, urban refugees often resorted 
to the police when in need, showed trust in them, and 
frequently commented on how different the treatment is 
compared to past dealings with the police force in Syria. 

These findings suggest that refugees in camps and 
the city face very different challenges when it comes to 
political wellbeing. It is clear that the permitting system 
needs to be completely overhauled and the camp-based 
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police force sensitised on their behaviour. In the city, the 
challenge is more complicated and requires the creation 
of clear and accessible referral pathways for refugees 
that they trust. 

Social wellbeing scores were lower in the city compared 
to the camp. Camp-based refugees reported better 
access to public space for pursuing hobbies and leisure 
activities (namely, football) and found it easier to attend 
social gatherings. Urban refugees lacked access to 
public space for pursuing leisure activities and hobbies, 
and cited time and financial constraints hindering 
their ability to pursue social engagements. The lack 
of public infrastructure in the city also contributed to 
refugees feeling isolated, impacting on their access to 
markets, bakeries and leisure spaces, and increasing 
household expenses (having to pay for a school bus for 
their children). 

Despite higher scores in Zaatari Camp, there were 
gendered differences in access to public space and 
ability to pursue hobbies and leisure activities. While 
men were satisfied with their ability to do so, spaces for 
women were very limited to non-existent. Football fields 
were ‘reserved’ for girls for a few hours every week, but 
this is only suitable while girls are in primary school, and 
after that there were no activities or spaces for them at 
all. Research participants called for creating recreational 
spaces in the camp exclusively for women and girls.

The nature of social networks also differs greatly 
between the camp and the city. While camp residents 
are able to reestablish old networks and create new, 
long-term social and support networks, this is more 
difficult for city residents and takes longer. Engaging 
in social life, including hosting and accepting invites, is 
seen as unaffordable to most respondents. 

While refugees placed a lot of importance on leisure 
and socialising in qualitative interviews, few were able 
to achieve this. Greater recognition is needed of the 
importance refugees place on this aspect of their lives, 
and for urban interventions that ensure adequate public 
spaces and affordable leisure activities are available to 
and inclusive of all residents. 

Finally, psychosocial wellbeing scores between 
camp and city were very similar, with camp-based 
refugees showing marginally higher scores that are 
not statistically significant. One determinant of the 
better-than-expected scores for camp residents is the 
perception that things will ‘inevitably’ be better than the 
current situation for their children, especially by women, 
pointing to how harsh the current camp environment 
is. However, despite this apparent optimism for better 

futures, applying the WEMWBS revealed a more fragile 
reality of mental wellbeing in the camp, with one in five 
camp residents falling below the threshold of possible 
depression. Some camp-based refugees also reported 
a sense of shame for residing there and expressed 
concerns about their children being perpetually 
stigmatised. 

Camp residents, who are more likely to report lower 
mental wellbeing scores, have better access to mental 
health services than urban refugees. They expressed 
trust in organisations providing mental health support 
and said they offered a sense of safety and security. 
Urban refugees reported the unavailability of such 
services, or their inaccessibility, despite attempts 
to reach them. The need for such support was very 
apparent, as urban refugees often cried during 
interviews, and often thanked interviewers for ‘listening 
to them’ and helping them ‘unload’ and ‘feel lighter’. 

It is noteworthy that a majority of respondents to the 
survey reported ‘feeling at home’ in Jordan (88%), 
while in the qualitative interviews most said they felt 
comfortable in Jordan, but not settled or at home. 
There is more opportunity for trust and rapport to 
develop between researchers and participants in 
qualitative interviews, which may account for some of 
the discrepancy. Being forcibly repatriated to Syria was 
cited as a concern to many, and this too may impact on 
how participants chose to answer this question (and do 
so differently in the different research settings). When 
asked to elaborate on their feelings (in the qualitative 
interviews), the reasons provided for not feeling quite at 
home varied from not having a decent life, to the inability 
to plant a tree (in the camp), to not having a ‘real’ home 
(in the camp), to the way the label refugee ‘sticks’ to 
a person (discrimination), and to political insecurity 
(related to fear of deportation). 

These findings suggest the importance of further 
provision and support for mental health, especially in 
the city. Furthermore, it points to the importance of 
addressing more structural issues that impact mental 
health and leave refugees in a state of limbo: feeling 
secure in their residency rights in Jordan and enabling 
refugees to have ‘real homes’ and to plant. In other 
words, a decade on, the importance of having a life 
that beats to its own rhythms and not to the guidelines 
of camp life. Some will require targeted interventions 
(mental health support, residency rights, food and 
welfare support), and others inclusive place-based 
approaches: ensuring prospects of living a dignified 
life, including decent work and the right to education, 
for all.
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4 
Project findings: 
displacement 
economies, livelihoods 
and enterprise

Alongside a new, holistic approach to refugee wellbeing, 
the PDUW project has also devised a new framework 
for considering the economic activities of refugees. By 
introducing the concept of ‘displacement economies’, 
the PDUW project brings together displaced people’s 
livelihoods and entrepreneurial activity, as well as their 
contributions to society. 

In this project, displacement economies are understood 
as the collective economy created by refugees and 
IDPs through their livelihood activities, enterprises, 
needs for services and consumption, and through their 
mutual support and diaspora inputs. The Displacement 
Economies Framework (DEF) has been developed as 
an expansion of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
(DFID 1999) to look beyond the usual focus response 
on refugee livelihoods and self-reliance found in both 
academic literature and humanitarian response. It 
includes both individual livelihoods and refugee-run 
enterprises, their dynamic links and collective impacts, 
revealing the extensive connections between displaced, 
local, national and international markets. 

The aim of the DEF is to explore how urban refugees 
use collective agency to establish economic activities, 

supported by community members of moving between 
paid employment or own-account work to survive. 
Understanding the barriers to growth of this collective 
economy, and its potential to operate independently 
of aid and link to the wider urban economy should be 
an important part of humanitarian programming. The 
findings in this section have been organised following 
the DEF (Figure 17).

Refugee economies are rooted in a specific political, 
social and economic context (grey rectangle) shaped by 
structural and dynamic factors (for example legislation, 
policies and social norms) and unexpected or recurrent 
events (shocks and stresses). The DEF then frames 
the analysis of displacement economies through two 
interconnected themes: individual livelihoods (top row) 
and enterprise (bottom row). The first theme of the DEF 
explores refugee livelihoods based on the Sustainable 
Livelihoods Framework, first developed by Chambers 
and Conway in 1992. The top pentagon illustrates 
refugees’ assets in terms of human (education, 
health and legal status), social, financial, physical and 
natural capital. Refugees then make decisions on 
their livelihood activities, based on their assets, prior 
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experience and aspirations, generating strategies for 
subsistence and accumulation. The resulting livelihoods 
outcomes could be economic (for example, higher 
income) or non-economic (self-esteem, social status). 
Data on refugee livelihoods was collected through the 
household survey and the results were condensed into 
two composite indices: the livelihoods assets index and 
the livelihoods outcomes index, as discussed below.

The second theme of the DEF captures the creation 
and evolution of refugees’ enterprises (own-account 
work, or enterprises established or run by refugees). The 

bottom pentagon illustrates the assets of refugee-run 
enterprises in terms of market access, trade networks, 
financial resources, space access and legal status 
(degree of formality); the enterprise strategies adopted 
by refugees based on their assets and aspirations, and 
the enterprise outcomes contributing to their economic 
and social inclusion and to local economic development.

The analysis of refugee enterprises in Section 4.2 draws 
on the analysis of the quantitative survey (368 refugees 
and 217 hosts in Sweileh, and 398 refugees in Zaatari 
camp) and Section 4.3 on 50 semi-structured interviews 

Figure 17. Displacement economies framework
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conducted with representatives of refugee and host 
enterprises in Sweileh district, Amman, and with 
refugee enterprises in Zaatari Camp. These interviews 
followed the identification of the main livelihood 
sectors refugees work in and contribute to from the 
quantitative survey; a purposive sampling strategy 
was used to identify refugee and host entrepreneurs 
working in those economic sectors in Amman’s Sweileh 
district and Zaatari Camp as shown in Table 2. The 
interview followed the DEF to explore refugee business 
creation, decision-making, networks, achievements 
and challenges, as well as their contributions to the 
local economy, self-fulfilment and self-reliance. These 
interviews were also supplemented by discussions with 
key informants in Amman, Al-Mafraq City and Zaatari 
town with refugee representatives, NGOs and United 
Nations agencies in March 2022.

4.1 Refugee livelihoods 
assets and outcomes
Debates on the economic capabilities and performance 
of refugees in camps and cities have mostly revolved 
around their contributions to the local economy, but far 
less effort has been devoted to measure their potential 
and the extent to which this is fully realised. The 
livelihoods assets and the livelihoods outcomes indices 
illustrate the potential that refugees hold to perform 
economic activities and the extent to which this is being 
harnessed in host countries.

4.1.1 Livelihoods assets
The Livelihoods Assets Index is based on a range of 
variables extracted from the household survey which 
reflect human, natural, physical, financial and social 
capital relevant in finding employment.12 A higher 
livelihood asset score means the respondent is more 
likely to be prepared for work. Principal component 
analysis was used to maximise the variance and create 
a score for each individual respondent. The results 
(Figure 18) show that urban refugees are slightly better 
prepared to join the labour market than Syrian refugees 
in the camp but, overall, the situation is similar in both 
locations. Comparing refugees and hosts in Sweileh, 
hosts have greater assets than refugees.

However, similar scores do not mean that refugee 
assets in the city and the camp are the same. Analysing 
index variables individually demonstrates that while 
refugees in Sweileh are more likely to report poorer 
levels of physical health limiting their capacity to work 
(55.2% of men and 38.1% of women in Sweileh 
compared to 30.0% of men and 22.2% of women in 
Zaatari), urban refugees were also more likely to have 
technical and vocational skills than camp refugees, 
especially in the case of men (59.4% of men and 30.1% 
of women in Sweileh, compared to 39.0% of men and 
33.3% of women in Zaatari). This can make them more 
prepared for the urban labour market. 

Despite existing restrictions on work, Syrian refugees 
in the camp were more likely to say they can work 
legally (48%, as opposed to 42% in Sweileh). They also 

Figure 18. Distribution of livelihoods assets scores

12 See Annex 3 for survey questions relating to the index variables.
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more frequently reported being able to legally open a 
business (Figure 19). Several findings can explain this: 
first, urban interviewees were more likely to be working 
and therefore more likely to have potentially faced 
legal restrictions when in search of a job or business 
opportunities. Second, camp refugees are allowed 
to run their businesses unregistered inside the camp, 
something that may affect their perception of what they 
are legally entitled to. 

When testing whether higher index scores make survey 
respondents more likely to have a job, the results show 
that this hypothesis only applies to hosts, showing 
similar asset scores for both working and non-working 
refugees in both settings. These results could be 
interpreted as a waste of refugee potential since their 
assets seem to make little difference to their ability 
to work.

4.1.2 Livelihoods activities and 
outcomes
Having a better understanding of refugee livelihoods 
calls for an accurate picture of what refugees are 
actually doing and the quality of those activities in terms 
of decent work standards. The analysis shows that 
Syrian refugees are more likely to be working in urban 
areas but their working conditions are much worse than 
for hosts in Sweileh or for camp refugees. 

One in every two men urban refugees surveyed in 
Sweileh were working in comparison to almost one 
in every four in the camp at the time of the survey 
(Figure 20). When enquiring about their household’s 
main sources of income, including the earnings of 
other members, the results reflected the primacy of 
work as a source of income for refugee households 

Figure 19. Ability to legally open a business

Figure 20. Income from work by respondent
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in cities (Figure 21). For urban refugee households, 
wages from work are the primary source of income 
for 82% (compared to 67% of urban host and 50% of 
camp-based refugee households).13 Aid appears to be 
a main source of income for most households in the 
camp (90%), but only for 23% or refugee households 
in the city. Pensions and other sources, such as family 
financial support, were the main source of income for 
31% of the urban host households in Sweileh.

Focusing on the type of income-earning activities 
performed by respondents in each population group, 
urban refugees were more likely to be working in 
skilled and unskilled craft and trade, camp refugees 
were more prominent in providing services to NGOs, 
and hosts in cities were concentrated in professional 
and technical employment (Figure 22). Nearly 34% 
of working urban refugees described themselves as 
self-employed. Detailed responses indicated that men 
urban refugees mainly work in the construction sector 
(78%) with different levels of mastery in tiling, plastering 
or painting and decoration work. The few refugee 
women working in Sweileh were mostly dedicated to 
tailoring, embroidery, cleaning or home-based food 
preparation for sale. Urban hosts were mostly working 
as professionals in teaching, programming or law, 
followed by services (such as transport or hairdressing), 
and 57% were self-employed.

In the camp, refugees concentrated in the service 
sector as security guards and cleaners; technical work 

with NGOs, particularly women; and other unskilled 
work such as waste pickers for NGO recycling 
programmes or daily construction workers, particularly 
men. Agencies and NGOs were the employers of 49% 
of camp refugees. Key informant interviews suggest 
they hire refugees as ‘incentive workers’ for activities 
connected with providing assistance and services to the 
displaced community. Such work is often characterised 
as volunteering rather than employment. The 
incentive, generally lower than a wage, is a payment to 
acknowledge volunteer efforts (Morris and Voon 2014).

Having identified the extent to which Syrian refugees 
are working and the types of work they are doing, it 
is necessary to understand the quality of those jobs. 
The Livelihoods Outcomes Index reflects the extent 
to which the respondent is involved in decent work, 
defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
as work that is productive and delivers a fair income in 
decent working time, with security in the workplace, 
equal treatment and social protection (ILO 2023a, 
2023b). Following this definition, a livelihoods outcomes 
score has been calculated for each respondent who 
is working (218 said that they were working) based 
on working hours, work satisfaction, perceptions of 
employment matching skills, work safety and security, 
social protection and tax registration (Figure 23). The 
distribution of scores indicates that urban refugees 
score lower on decent work indicators compared to 
camp refugees and urban hosts.

Figure 21. Household’s main source of income (multiple response question)

13 Note: respondents may have reported income from work as the main source of household income even if they (personally) are currently looking for work.
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Figure 22. Work sectors by migration status

Figure 23. Distribution of livelihoods outcomes scores
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Camp-based refugees were more likely to report safe 
working conditions (Figure 24) and greater satisfaction 
with their current job (Figure 25) compared to camp 
refugees. They were also more likely to have formal 
contracts (Figure 26). However, as we explained earlier, 
most contracts in the camp are provided by NGOs 
for workers on incentives or as part of livelihoods 
programming and these opportunities depend on 
external funds and therefore are not sustainable or 
sufficiently well paid. Given the small number of people 
working in the camp, their perceptions of working 
conditions and satisfaction should be interpreted within 
a context where employment opportunities are few and 
expectations low. 

Regression analysis was used to explore the relevance 
of gender, literacy, age, years of residence in the 
country, and place (living in the camp or the city) 
in explaining the index scores for refugees. The 
results suggest that years spent in the country have 

a statistically significant positive effect on refugee 
livelihoods outcomes scores. In other words, refugees 
who have spent more years in Jordan on average have 
better working conditions. On the contrary, living in 
a city has a statistically significant negative effect on 
refugee index scores, making urban refugees less likely 
to have decent work.

In summary, urban refugees are more likely to be 
working than camp refugees but often do so with worse 
working conditions in terms of employment security 
and work satisfaction. In the camp, the results suggest 
that most refugee livelihoods depend on humanitarian 
aid and NGOs’ demands for services and volunteering 
staff, calling into question their sustainability. In urban 
areas, data reveals important protection gaps on urban 
refugee and host working rights and calls for action not 
only to ensure their livelihoods but to achieve decent 
work standards.

Figure 25. Satisfaction with primary work 
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Figure 24. Working conditions
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4.2 Refugee enterprises: 
assets and strategies
Complementing the quantitative data on refugee 
livelihoods, the semi-structured interviews with refugee 
entrepreneurs uncover the greatest opportunities that 
both city and camp locations provide for refugee-run 
enterprises to flourish, as well as the obstacles they 
face. This section focuses on refugees’ entrepreneurial 
activity, the strategic use of their assets to start 
and sustain their business, the effects of shocks 
and stresses in camp and urban environments, the 
gendered nature of enterprises in displacement, and 
the outcomes of the enterprise in terms of livelihoods, 
durable solutions to displacement, and contributions to 
host societies. Enterprise assets are explored through 
five different domains: legal status, market access, trade 
networks, finance and space. This section explains 
how refugee enterprises capitalise on their assets, 
taking decisions to navigate barriers and support their 
economic potential.

4.2.1 Legal status
In every country, the legal framework sets the 
boundaries for the economic performance of refugee 
enterprises. In Jordan, refugees are only allowed to 
register their enterprises as investors, which requires 
significant funds and compliance with many procedures 
which are unaffordable for most Syrian refugees. 
Instead, many refugee enterprises operate informally 

or in partnership with a Jordanian who registers the 
enterprise in their own name, often in sectors open 
to foreign nationals, leaving the refugee partner’s 
investment and work vulnerable.14

In Sweileh, some refugee–host enterprises operate as 
true partnerships, while in others the host just receives 
periodic payments from the Syrian partner as dividends 
or to cover licensing and tax expenses. Several refugees 
reported being betrayed by their Jordanian partners 
in the past, revealing the vulnerability of this type of 
arrangement. As a result, partnerships are often seen as 
risky by refugees, particularly by those operating without 
registration. Refugees also mentioned how registration 
costs and the difficulties of getting a partner makes 
obtaining a business licence difficult for new enterprises 
and more likely once the activity is more established.

When operating in sectors open to foreign workers 
in Amman, refugees interviewed often pretend to be 
employees of their own enterprises, paying additionally 
for their own work permit. Some have faced problems 
with the police or inspectors discovering they did 
not have the right documents but said that officials 
mostly understood their situation and let them continue 
without penalisation. 

In Zaatari Camp, enterprises are unregistered, but the 
UNHCR keeps a record of the owner and activities of 
every enterprise. Refugee enterprises operating inside 
and outside the camp and those owners who travel 
to buy their supplies must apply for a mobility permit. 
Mobility permits are open to all applicants, but it usually 

Figure 26. Work contracts

14 The current sectors open to Syrian refugees to apply for work permits are agriculture, construction, food and beverage services, manufacturing, and wholesale 
and retail trade. In December 2020, a new regulation allowed for the increased use of flexible work permits within all these sectors, previously only possible 
in agriculture and construction. Flexible permits allow refugees to work for more than one employer in the profession permitted and without restrictions on a 
specific geographic area (IRC 2021). In January 2022, the UNHCR reported that a total of 62,000 work permits had been issued to Syrian refugees, of which 
31,000 were flexible work permits, although it is unknown the sectors in which flexibility was awarded (UNHCR 2022b).
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takes a full day to obtain a pass, and some refugee 
entrepreneurs cannot afford the time, especially when 
they do not have an employee. 

As for going out, they might not give me the permit for 
the same day. It can be for the next day. One needs 
to go at seven in the morning or six in the morning to 
get a leave permit and I might get a turn and I might 
not. 

— Woman refugee entrepreneur, 26, Zaatari Camp

The restriction on exit and entry times forces some 
entrepreneurs to leave the camp irregularly though 
the perimeter fence. Further restrictions on the 
quantity and type of products that can enter the camp 
creates a problem in the supply chain for many camp 
entrepreneurs and limits the potential diversification of 
business activities. To circumvent these restrictions, 
some products are brought into the camp irregularly. 

Agricultural work permits allowing refugees to leave the 
camp for daily labour on farms are also used to move in 
and out of the camp for business purposes, although 
their cost and limited business benefits disincentivise 
renewal. Employment outside the camp is possible 
but daily commuting is not easy, requiring periods of 
absence. Some people work outside the camp for long 
periods, but remain registered in the camp and return 
to stay with their families every two or three months. 
Several refugees explained that, in Zaatari Camp, 
changing from camp to out-of-camp status was easier in 
the early days, but has become increasingly difficult.

Most refugees cannot legally obtain a driving licence, 
which forces them to hire transport services for their 
enterprise, increasing their operating costs, and 
contributing to Jordanian-run transport services around 
the camp and industrial areas of Sweileh. Only refugee 
investors can apply for a driving licence, although some 
manage to drive using tourist car rentals.

4.2.2 Market access
Market access describes why people start an enterprise 
and the way that enterprises gain access to customers. 
Being your own boss is one of the main reasons to start 
a refugee enterprise, as many Syrian refugees have 
business experience before displacement. However, 
refugees’ preference for running their own enterprise 
is also explained by negative experiences of working 
informally in Jordan. Several interviewees said that, 
when they were employed, quite often their salaries 
were withheld and they had nobody to turn to without 
a work permit or a legal contract. They also find their 
craftsmanship is valued by Jordanians who appreciate 
their skills but pay them poorly.

Previous experience in similar work was often a reason 
to start a business. Many refugee men entrepreneurs 
in both Sweileh and the camp had prior experience 

in the same sector in which they were working, either 
as employees or entrepreneurs, particularly those 
working in construction who had often worked as 
migrant workers in Jordan before displacement. 
Most entrepreneurs interviewed in Sweileh have only 
primary-level schooling and many men refugees started 
working in their teens in Syria, learning their craft via 
an apprenticeship. The few wanting to continue their 
studies in Jordan found it impossible due to the high 
cost of university education.

Women refugee entrepreneurs and those who left 
Syria before completing their studies mostly had their 
first experience with business in Sweileh. For women, 
contributing to the family food budget was the key 
reason to start an enterprise, but running one has also 
improved their self-confidence and independence, 
even when their work is home-based. By turning their 
housekeeping or farming skills into a business, or 
training themselves through online courses for refugees, 
some Syrian refugee women have found ways to access 
the market from home.

In Zaatari, there is a captive market and many refugees 
start businesses in response to camp residents’ 
demands for goods and services. Refugee enterprises 
operating in Zaatari Camp often make a rational 
calculation based on their access to free services 
and low-cost space balanced against wider market 
potential but higher costs of running a business, 
housing and services outside the camp. Recently, free 
solar power has helped camp businesses further cut 
operating costs: 

Living outside of the camp with my family, that is not 
within my abilities. You have to rent a house. You also 
have to look for work and do many things. You can 
also say that our family and our people are inside 
the camp. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 35, Zaatari Camp

Changing expectations on the duration of conflict, the 
realisation that war may continue and the impossibility 
of return, have awakened refugee entrepreneurship in 
Zaatari. Those arriving with savings from Syria were 
quick to invest in the camp, while other refugees had to 
engage in paid employment, often outside the camp, to 
generate the necessary start-up capital. 

I told him to start a business, and he told me, “Fine. 
Do you think you are going to live here forever? Two 
or three days and he [Assad] will be overthrown, and 
they will put someone else, and we will go back.” I 
told him, “What are you thinking? People came from 
Palestine holding their keys, and they are still holding 
their keys. You might stay for longer!” He would 
say, “Whatever.” 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 39, Zaatari Camp
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In Sweileh, both refugees and hosts are the main 
customers of refugee enterprises. To find new 
customers, refugees in Sweileh use their relatives 
and friends, word of mouth and social media sites to 
promote their work, particularly in the beginning, with 
varying degrees of success. Customers in Zaatari Camp 
are mainly other refugees, residents or visitors, NGO 
staff, and occasionally Jordanians hiring services or 
ordering products from outside the camp. Social media 
promotion is less common in the camp where some 
refugees were concerned about not having time for 
advertising or a dignified space to display their goods, 
or how posting information on products and services 
could negatively affect their relatives in Syria.

My father and mother are in Syria. If I want to post 
and so on, I will attract attention to my family and the 
situation there is not secure. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 35, Zaatari Camp

4.2.3 Trade networks
For refugee-run enterprises, trade networks with 
other enterprises, nearby or abroad, establish 
connections which provide market opportunities and 
facilitate expansion. 

In Sweileh, most refugee enterprises extend operations 
beyond the neighbourhood and Amman to other cities 
in Jordan, with both Jordanian and Syrian clients. 
Nevertheless, mistrust towards new Jordanian clients 
is common among refugee entrepreneurs in Sweileh 
who report negative experiences of uncollected 
orders or incomplete payments, which could hinder 
business expansion. 

In Zaatari Camp, the trade networks of refugee 
enterprises are well established, since these businesses 
mostly depend on outside suppliers. However, several 
refugees explained how it was difficult to access 
information on suppliers, since other entrepreneurs 
were reluctant to share contacts and they were 
not familiar with the area. In Sweileh, in contrast, 
connections with suppliers are weaker, often based on 
affordability or proximity rather than a more permanent 
commercial relationship. 

Syrian refugee entrepreneurs in both camp and the 
city avoid purchasing on credit, believing this would 
affect their business reputation, unless there is a long-
established trust relationship with traders that will also 
secure better deals.

Refugees’ previous work experience in Jordan has 
provided some with connections in the country, 
although these are not always used to start their 
business or access clients. Refugee entrepreneurs in 
the construction sector create their own networks of 
workers they hire for projects, mostly other Syrians who 
hire them in return.

I went back to my friends who were outside [the 
camp]. I have been coming to Jordan since 1999. We 
reconnected and we built relationships, and thank 
God, work is now different from before. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 44, Zaatari Camp

Cross-border trade with Syria is made possible 
through a network of connections with producers and 
wholesalers in Syria and Jordanian middlemen that travel 
and/or fill in the customs forms for a fee. Only those 
refugees with greater resources can select and import 
goods from Syria and other markets, such as Turkey and 
China. Others are interested in exporting goods, but 
are concerned that high customs and shipping costs 
will make their products uncompetitive and are mindful 
about the connections needed to operate abroad.

Relations with authorities are generally good in both 
the camp and the city. In Zaatari, camp authorities 
are praised for maintaining security, but are criticised 
for delays in permit submissions, lack of clarity on 
resettlement criteria, and selection procedures for NGO 
work. Several semi-structured interviews with refugee 
entrepreneurs in Amman highlighted how the authorities 
are generally lenient when they find refugee businesses 
are not registered or fully compliant.

4.2.4 Finance
Accessing start-up capital, financial resources and 
debt management are central to understanding the 
finance needs of refugee enterprise. Start-up finance 
comes mostly from the Syrian refugees themselves – 
from savings or selling assets, including wives’ gold 
jewellery, often at low prices. Financial support from 
relatives and friends is less frequent, but family and 
neighbours sometimes help make business contacts 
or make the first order for a newly opened business. 
Those with fewer resources buy the initial tools or goods 
in instalments and repay from profits. A few refugees 
interviewed in both locations had received business 
start-up grants, although assistance was provided only 
during the initial stages of the enterprise. 

Contrary to the perception of some host entrepreneurs 
interviewed, urban refugee entrepreneurs receive 
little support that rarely goes beyond food coupons, 
and NGO training that is not always helpful in getting 
employment or starting an enterprise:

I have heard of NGOs providing training to Syrian 
refugees and supporting their projects, but they are 
only helping refugees getting work permits. What 
would a one-month or two-month-long course give 
you? Financial support for businesses does not apply 
to all professions. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 28, Sweileh

In Zaatari Camp, enterprise owners said selling on credit 
was mandatory due to the financial strains on families in 
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the camp, but also complained about accumulating debt 
and lack of repayments. In Sweileh, businesses often 
take a down payment for their services and sometimes 
purchase supplies using the same system. In both 
the camp and the city, refugees rely on trust with their 
providers to allow them to pay in instalments, although 
they prefer not to have debt.

Refugees are not allowed to have a bank account in 
Jordan, and only those considered investors can open 
an account for their enterprise. Therefore, most refugees 
in Sweileh operate exclusively in cash. However, in 
Zaatari Camp, some enterprises use e-wallets and 
mobile banking to transfer money to suppliers. Mobile 
e-wallets were introduced by UNHCR in Zaatari to 
deliver cash assistance, providing camp refugees with 
a secure space for their savings and facilitating their 
economic transactions.

In the camp, refugees consider that businesses are 
supported by the free provision of electricity, gas, food 
coupons and cash assistance via e-wallets. In both 
the city and the camp, food coupons are sold in harsh 
times to finance businesses, buy supplies or pay debts. 
However, many urban refugees are concerned that they 
do not know the criteria used to assign food coupons 
and do not receive a satisfactory explanation when 
these are cut or suspended. 

Enterprise earnings vary and profits are mostly 
destined to cover household needs or reinvested in the 
enterprise. Most refugee enterprises are struggling (26 
out of 40 interviews), particularly after COVID-19 (see 
Section 4.2.6), and most women refugee entrepreneurs 
could only contribute to family subsistence. In 
comparison, host enterprises, although also affected 
by the pandemic, seem to be performing slightly better 
in Sweileh.

4.2.5 Space
Access to space and enterprise locations has a 
significant impact on the economic potential of refugee 
businesses. Refugees have located their enterprises 
in Sweileh industrial area based on its easy access to 
the main transport routes in Amman. It is considered 
a strategic location for enterprises needing space at 
affordable prices, such as for manufacturing furniture or 
upholstery. Refugees also try to choose locations near 
their homes to reduce transport costs.

We chose Sweileh because it is one of the most 
vibrant and busy areas in Amman, particularly the 
industrial area. Everything we might need is here and 
close by, and it has many Syrians that we know, even 
Jordanians […] Additionally, the rent is somewhat 
cheap in comparison to other areas in Amman. 

— Displaced entrepreneur, 39, Sweileh

Those operating informally in Sweileh are often found in 
locations with no direct access from the street and with 
no signs displayed to avoid the authorities. Unregistered 
businesses run by women refugees often operate 
from home and are unidentifiable to the outsider. The 
invisibility of these informal enterprises protects them 
from being fined but also restricts their ability to promote 
their business beyond their immediate circles of trust.

In the early days of Zaatari Camp, small shops 
mushroomed in the empty space close to the main gate, 
creating what is now the main market of the camp, the 
Shams Elysees. Initially operating from tents or kiosks, 
many now have more permanent structures, and this 
location is now the most profitable in the camp. Easy 
access and affordable space are often reasons to 
run a business in the camp. In Zaatari, there are no 
restrictions to space use, and shops can be established 
anywhere, according to interviewees. Enterprises are 
opened in kiosks that are built, rented or bought from 
previous business owners. Those with more successful 
businesses can buy the adjacent shops or sites to 
expand; refugees with fewer resources carve a space 
within their residential plot or inside their house to run 
their activities.

4.2.6 Refugee enterprise vulnerabilities
There are critical events that put refugees under 
considerable strain, affecting their entrepreneurial 
performance. This section discusses how shocks and 
stresses affect refugee enterprises and shape their use 
of assets. It explores how the experience of living in 
exile, the wider political and economic environment and 
sociocultural norms create or limit refugee enterprise 
capacity to respond to these circumstances.

COVID-19 has significantly affected Syrian refugee 
business sustainability, decreasing the number of sales 
under the constant threat of closure in the city and the 
camp. During lockdown, debts for business and house 
rent piled up in Sweileh, and some refugees used their 
entire savings and relied on overseas remittances or the 
support of other Syrians in the country to get by. Some 
wholesalers and landlords in Sweileh were sympathetic 
in allowing refugees to delay their payments. Particularly 
in the camp, food coupons were used to pay for debts 
and new supplies, keeping families afloat.

During that period, I would use two people’s coupons 
to buy things, and sell the third coupon. […] but 
if their price is 23 dinars, I sell them for 20 or 21 
dinars […] I ask him about the items he wants, and I 
bring them and sell them to him. Many people in the 
camp did this during the pandemic. If there were no 
coupons, it would have been a disaster. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 32, Zaatari Camp
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Price inflation following the war in Ukraine and the 
slow recovery after lockdown have also contributed to 
refugee distress and threatening the sustainability of 
their enterprises, particularly in Sweileh where refugees 
were forced to lay off employees. Consequently, refugee 
entrepreneurs looked more to resettlement to a third 
country, with some regretting having turned down earlier 
UNHCR offers for resettlement.

Medical problems and illness also affect refugee 
businesses. In the camp, several entrepreneurs cited 
ill health or the illness of a family member as negatively 
affecting their enterprise. Outside the camp, refugees 
pay non-insured prices to access primary, secondary 
and some tertiary healthcare services in public health 
centres and hospitals, which is not always affordable 
(UN-Habitat 2022: 110). Healthcare costs sometimes 
force urban refugees to leave their economic 
activities and return to the camp in search of free or 
cheaper services.

I used to make 20 or 15 dinars a day [working 
and living outside of the camp]. I used to take a 
percentage of the earnings [...] One was able to 
organise his life. It was better than the camp. But 
when my children got sick […] I would need to keep 
coming to do tests in the camp and come back there. 
I could not afford it [the healthcare costs]. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 31, Zaatari Camp

However, in the camp, healthcare costs are not always 
covered by UNHCR and all medical requests must be 
approved by a committee. Paying medical expenses can 
lead to debt and/or enterprise closure.

4.2.7 Gendered refugee 
entrepreneurship
Societal gender norms and gender roles influence 
entrepreneurial activity, affecting the likelihood of 
opening an enterprise, or conditioning the type of 
business and the financial and social support this 
receives, among other issues. At the same time, 
displacement has an effect on gender roles, changing 
or reinforcing social and cultural norms that dictate what 
is expected from men and women and their options 
to engage in income-earning activities. But it has 
also opened avenues for socioeconomic and cultural 
transformation, redefining power relations between men 
and women (Holloway et al. 2019: 9). To understand 
better how refuge, gender and enterprise intersect, we 
asked refugees about the differences between men and 
women in running their businesses. 

For Syrian refugees, the ability to fulfil care and 
reproductive roles often determines the type of business 
and its location. Being close to family and able to 
afford basic services, particularly healthcare, is often 
prioritised when taking decisions about employment 
and enterprise opportunities. Both men and women 
refugee entrepreneurs in Zaatari were often reluctant to 
work outside the camp, thinking that would negatively 
affect their responsibilities as caregivers, and believing 
they could not afford a dignified life for themselves 
and their families working outside. Men respondents 
in Zaatari refer to the difference between being single 
and married, explaining that the latter makes out-of-
camp employment, and associated prolonged absence 
from the family, problematic. In contrast, most of the 
women refugee entrepreneurs in both locations were 
married when they started their enterprise, mostly to 
support their families, and many underlined how the 
negative perception of women working has changed 
after displacement:

There are no challenges. Any woman can open a 
shop. Before, they used to talk negatively about 
women and girls working in shops but now they don’t 
anymore. Now you can go into any shop and find 
a woman there. They used to say “How shameful! 
She is a woman opening a shop in the market and 
meeting men.”

— Displaced woman entrepreneur, 52, Zaatari Camp

Refugee men do not think women face additional 
challenges in running their business, but believed 
insecurity limits women’s working hours and mobility 
in the camp, where 46% of women refugees find it is 
unsafe to walk, according to survey results. Among 
women refugees, home-based entrepreneurs in Sweileh 
emphasise how working from home allows them to 
alternate house chores with business activities or 
choose flexible working hours. Also, they do not feel 
confined to their household in a district they found 
mostly safe: only 13% found the area insecure. However, 
some women mentioned their inability to attend trainings 
when these are offered away from the area where 
they live. Reasons varied from care responsibilities to 
transport costs and sociocultural reasons (husbands not 
allowing them to travel far). Women respondents were 
very satisfied with the training courses they were able 
to access (those that were held in or close to Sweileh 
or online). 
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4.2.8 Aspirations
In Sweileh, refugees dream simultaneously about 
resettlement and the expansion of their business if 
the Jordanian economy recovers from the impact of 
COVID-19. The effects of the pandemic on the economy 
altered refugees’ view of the viability of their businesses 
and long-term future. Legal restrictions increased the 
anxiety about further investing in their enterprise or 
registering it with a Jordanian partner: 

Imagine if I worked hard for a year, two or three, 
and then he kicks me out! That could happen. Why 
should I work that hard? Let me stay like this, not 
owning anything in the shop. Any time an opportunity 
comes up, I can travel and leave. If I could open my 
own store, I would have done it a long time ago and I 
would not think about traveling. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 39, Sweileh

However, many wished to stay and expand if restrictions 
were eased so they could offer a better future to 
their children. 

In the camp, lack of capital and any prospects for formal 
business ownership and legal rights limits the potential 
for business expansion. Competition inside the camp is 
high between a growing number of shops with a limited 
number of poor customers. Nevertheless, there is no 
aspiration to open a shop outside the camp since rental 
and running costs would be higher and unaffordable. 
Therefore, most refugee entrepreneurs interviewed in 
Zaatari dream about being resettled:

This shop has cost me maybe 20,000 dinars. I might 
lose this in an hour. If it became under my name, I 
would develop things, but I need something official, 
legally registered, to give me a sense of security, 
that this is mine. To know that when I spend a lot of 
money, it will not go away, it will not be in vain. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 39, Zaatari Camp

4.2.9 The contributions of refugee 
enterprise 
The DEF explored the collective outcomes of refugee 
enterprises, the contributions to the local economic 
development and economic diversification of host 
communities, to employment creation, and the self-
reliance and integration of the refugee community.

Refugee-run enterprises in Sweileh have created 
employment and training opportunities. Hiring is often 
based on skills, learning capacity and compromise, 
irrespective of workers’ nationality, although some 
refugees complain about the lack of commitment of 
Jordanian workers. Contracts are based on verbal 
agreements, and even refugee investors are reluctant 

to apply for work permits for their Syrian employees, 
arguing that permits limit flexibility and that workers feel 
tied to their employer. Moreover, the success of women-
led home-based enterprises in Sweileh has encouraged 
women to train others and work together in cooking 
and handicrafts. 

In Zaatari, refugee entrepreneurs provide goods and 
services otherwise unavailable inside the camp, but 
enterprises are generally smaller and have less potential 
for employment creation. Unpaid or poorly paid family 
members and trainees are often the only workers that 
small enterprises can afford, hiring exclusively inside the 
camp. Jordanian suppliers receive most of the benefits 
of economic activities in Zaatari, in terms of purchase of 
goods and services.

Partnerships with Jordanian citizens in Sweileh also 
contribute positively to the local economy and turn 
refugees into net tax contributors. Moreover, restrictions 
on driving licences imposed on refugees have 
generated a small transport sector around the camp and 
in the industrial area of Sweileh, with services provided 
entirely by Jordanian drivers. 

Refugee enterprises also facilitate integration, support 
other members of the refugee community, and leave 
an imprint on refugee perceptions of the self. Syrian 
refugees feel proud of creating their own businesses, 
which they feel is part of their identity.

I don’t feel independent but having my own business 
makes me feel psychological relief. We, Syrians, 
don’t like to work for anyone. 

— Displaced man entrepreneur, 49, Sweileh

Particularly in the city, men are happy to be their own 
boss and make their own decisions, while women 
emphasise how running an enterprise has helped them 
redefine themselves as autonomous people, something 
that was not possible in their country of origin. 

I became responsible for myself, responsible for what 
I say. And if my husband was not here, God forbid, 
I would be able to support my family. I feel that I am 
strong and capable of shouldering the burden. 

— Displaced woman entrepreneur, 33, Sweileh

In Sweileh, where 88% of refugees feel at home 
according to our data, enterprises have helped build 
relationships with Jordanians although, in some cases, 
negative business interactions have affected mutual 
trust. On the other hand, enterprise owners in Zaatari 
have a sense of belonging to the camp community and 
feel welcomed by the Jordanian population outside.
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5 
Syrian displacement 
economies in Jordan: 
main findings

Refugee livelihoods in Jordan are constrained by 
legislation applied to foreign residents, and the 
difficulties in accessing work permits that are not 
always flexible or adapted to the reality of employable 
refugees. The results of the analysis show a great 
difference between the working opportunities and 
the working environments in the camp and the city, 
with far fewer refugees working in the camp, often in 
positions that depend on unsustainable external funding, 
and more refugees working in the city but usually in 
unsafe conditions. 

PDUW data shows that refugee livelihoods assets are 
not necessarily supporting their access to the labour 
market, with those refugees obtaining higher scores, 
and therefore with better conditions to work, having the 
same likelihood of working than those with lower scores. 
The finding points to a waste of potential of refugee 
capabilities in a country that curtails their access 
to employment.

The analysis of the qualitative interviews provided some 
keys to understand the strategies Syrian refugees use 
to navigate this restrictive environment and make the 
best use of their business assets. Legal restrictions are 
a major challenge for Syrian refugee entrepreneurs in 
Sweileh, affecting not only their right to register their 
own enterprise but their ability to open a bank account, 
get a driving licence, use their qualifications and skills, 
have a flexible work permit, or travel and trade in and 

out of the country. In Zaatari Camp, refugees find 
mobility restrictions, merchandise control and poverty 
limit enterprise growth. However, camp refugees find 
operating inside the camp an advantage, as the cost of 
running an enterprise is lower, with space and services 
mostly provided for free.

Syrian refugees in both locations have turned prior 
work/business experience and domestic skills into 
ventures. Particularly for men, being an entrepreneur 
is described as part of their identity: the importance of 
being your own boss. Women have also discovered their 
entrepreneurial capacity as a result of displacement, 
turning their knowledge and household skills into 
productive assets, but also changing the negative 
perception of working women. Using their own savings 
and with some support from their family (often as unpaid 
work in the camp), refugees have been able to start their 
businesses without having access to financial services.

Partnership with Jordanians is the most common 
strategy for those who want to register their business 
and operate formally in the city, but these informal 
arrangements with hosts leave many refugees 
unprotected and exposed to exploitation. In the camp, 
unregistered businesses use mobility and working 
permits to leave camp and access supplies, while 
limitations on quantity and type of products are 
sometimes avoided by not using the camp’s main 
entrance. Most refugee enterprises struggle as a result 
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of COVID-19 and price inflation which have forced them 
to close their businesses, increased production costs 
and reduced the number of customers and clients. 
Several explain how they used UNHCR food coupons to 
pay debts to keep their businesses running. 

Generally, refugee enterprises in cities are more likely 
to offer their services and products to hosts in other 
areas of Amman and Jordan, but have no capacity to sell 
abroad due to high export costs that would limit their 
competitiveness. Connections with suppliers, mostly 
Jordanians, are well established for camp enterprises, 
sourcing products from Al-Mafraq, Amman and other 
localities, and weaker in Sweileh where refugees have 
more options to search for competitive prices.

Camps create an artificial market with a captive 
customer base and artificially reduce operational 
costs (for example, no registration, taxes and service 
payments and no or low rent). This artificial market is not 
sustainable without continued humanitarian provision 

and subsidies. It is difficult to assess if the integration 
of Zaatari Camp into Zaatari town would allow refugee 
enterprises to survive if all these ‘advantages’ were 
withdrawn. Besides this, camp refugees have no 
guarantee for the investment they are making in their 
businesses: without legal documents or rights to the 
space they occupy, they could lose everything if the 
camp is closed. 

In summary, Syrian entrepreneurs are injecting money 
and resources into Jordan’s economy with their 
demand for supplies and services (such as transport). 
In addition, refugee businesses in the city are creating 
employment and training opportunities, often paying for 
partnerships, registration and taxes. Businesses in the 
city have further contributed to refugee self-reliance and 
integration. However, it is difficult for refugees in Jordan 
to think about their own future in the country since 
restrictions are systematically challenging the capacity 
of their enterprises to exist and grow.

http://www.iied.org


IIED WORKING PAPER

   www.iied.org     49

6 
Conclusion

Jordan is one of the most important asylum havens in the 
region and among the largest host countries worldwide 
in terms of the number of refugees it hosts. Throughout 
its history, Jordan has shown compassion and 
welcomed refugees, offering them a haven of safety and 
hospitality. Yet Jordan’s approach to doing so, and the 
rights it has afforded refugees, has varied over the years 
depending on its balancing of humanitarian, security, 
political and economic interests (the latter including the 
availability and dependability of international support 
and foreign aid). 

Jordan’s humanitarian response to the Syrian 
displacement crisis is centred around an encampment 
approach. The camps continue to receive the majority 
of humanitarian attention and funding, even though 
more than 10 years on, the camps house just over 
20% of registered refugees. The vast majority of 
refugees are urban, including those who settled in 
cities and towns prior to the encampment policy, those 
with the social networks and the capital to exit the 
camp via ‘guarantors’, and those that left without valid 
paperwork to do so. Our research clearly demonstrates 
that refugees prefer living in urban areas, and they 
overwhelmingly believe cities and towns offer better 
opportunities for dignified living and for self-reliance. 
At the same time, we find that humanitarian aid 
programming has not delivered anticipated benefits to 
either camp or urban refugees. Camp refugees continue 
to struggle with access to healthcare and food security, 
as do urban refugees, but urban refugees receive 
significantly less support compared to camp refugees, 
so their similar outcomes irrespective of uneven support, 
raise important questions about the effectiveness of 
current humanitarian spending.

It is important to recognise that some refugees feel 
they have no choice but to remain in the camp, despite 
their desire to leave, because of their perceived inability 
to cover basic expenses in the city. The camp houses 
some refugees that may be more vulnerable and less 
able to be fully self-reliant in urban areas. However, this 
fact should not in and of itself provide an argument for 
continued humanitarian spending in its current form. 
Indeed, the evidence from the research also shows that 
current programming is not supporting them towards 
independence or dignified living in the camp either. Ten 
years on, they are still unable to meet basic needs or live 
fulfilling lives, and they face safety concerns (particularly 
women) and mental health risks. The comparative 
camp/urban findings from this research project point 
towards the need to chart a different way forward, a 
more strategic urban response. If camp refugees are 
not faring much better than urban refugees despite 
significantly more humanitarian support, what can 
this support achieve if designed differently to support 
the integration of refugees into urban areas and their 
host cities?

PDUW’s findings outline clear recommendations for 
future funding and programming.15 These include the 
need for donor agencies and humanitarian organisations 
to conduct cost-benefit analyses of their spending 
in camps on priority areas of care to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the encampment policy. Findings also 
point to the pertinent need to invest in researching, 
designing and piloting new approaches to supporting 
urban refugees. Such exercises would support a 
transition from humanitarian towards development 
approaches. Involving local actors in the design and 
management of refugee assistance could further 

15 Four policy recommendations for Jordan have been developed and are shared in a policy brief (Dajani et al. 2023).
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support the success of those exercises. Ensuring 
vulnerable hosts also benefit from aid programmes 
ensures that humanitarian responses are feeding into 
local development agendas which ultimately contribute 
towards better quality of life for all.

Indeed, policies aiming to bridge the humanitarian–
development response have been drafted at the 
national level, but not the municipal level. These include 
the Jordan Response Plan (JRP) to support areas of 
development which have come under further strain from 
refugee hosting, and the Jordan Compact. Through the 
Jordan Compact (agreed in 2016), donors committed 
to better funding the JRP (at that point only 30% of 
pledged funding had been provided) and offering tariff-
free access to European markets for goods from special 
economic zones in Jordan. In return, Jordan would 
support integrating Syrian refugees into the labour 
market by removing restrictions against employment 
in a limited number of sectors such as agriculture, 
construction and manufacturing (Betts et al. 2017). 
The Jordan Compact had secured US$1.7 billion in 
pledged grants and concessional financing, including 
US$700 million for 2016 (EIU 2017). However, funding 
was reduced in later years and has not met committed 
targets. Despite Jordan continuing to issue a high 
number of work permits as it has committed to, Syrian 
workers continue to be economically vulnerable and at 
risk of exploitation. As Lenner and Turner (2019) have 
argued, oversights in the design of the Jordan Compact 
scheme demonstrate the limits of allowing refugees 
‘into’ the economy without formalising their status or 
granting them rights.

The evidence generated by PDUW reveals that, in 
addition to the difficulties in accessing work permits 
that are not always flexible or adapted to the reality of 
employable refugees, refugee livelihoods in Jordan are 
also constrained by refugees being subject to legislation 
designed for foreign residents. PDUW findings show a 
great difference between the working opportunities and 
the working conditions in the camp and the city, with far 
fewer refugees working in the camp, often in positions 
that depend on unsustainable external funding, and 
more refugees working in the city but usually in unsafe 
conditions. Syrians who want to establish enterprises 
often do so through partnerships with Jordanians, but 
this common strategy leaves them unprotected. Many 
are also reluctant to invest further in expanding their 
enterprises as restrictions challenge their capacity to 
grow their enterprises. Furthermore, the current labour 
policies have also contributed to limiting the ability 
of large segments of qualified Syrian refugees from 
entering the formal labour market, while making access 
to informal labour markets riskier. This has contributed 
to enlarging the mass of economically vulnerable city 
residents, which in turn constitutes an additional burden 
on public institutions.

A more open livelihoods policy should be accompanied 
by the promotion of sustainable income-generation 
opportunities and better chances for financial support to 
reduce dependency on aid. Accordingly, it is necessary 
to allow Syrian refugees to register micro, small and 
medium enterprises in their own names to reduce the 
risk of exploitation and encourage them to expand 
their businesses. It is also necessary to reconsider 
employment policies and expand the sectors available 
to Syrian refugees to benefit from the experiences and 
qualifications available to them and contribute to raising 
their standard of living. Most important are strengthening 
enforcement of laws against labour exploitation such 
as withheld wages and improving work conditions and 
safety. Granting refugees security of residence, through 
long-term residence permits with more secure labour 
and business rights, would significantly reduce risks of 
exploitation and encourage Syrians who are able to run 
successful enterprises to further invest and grow their 
business, therefore supporting the local economy.

PDUW demonstrates that current mobility and residency 
restrictions impact negatively on refugee wellbeing 
and livelihoods. They hinder refugees’ ability to open 
bank accounts, get driving licences, work in their fields 
of expertise, register businesses, and trade. They 
also impact on their time, wasting a lot of it between 
obtaining and waiting for permits, and affect access to 
healthcare, education and other basic services. They 
prevent them from travelling, visiting family they have 
been separated from, and from performing religious 
duties such as Hajj (pilgrimage. They keep refugees 
in a state of uncertainty and insecurity, living in fear of 
possible deportation. This makes it difficult for refugees 
to imagine a future in Jordan even if their preferred 
choice is to remain, and makes them hesitant to further 
invest in or grow their businesses as a result.

The more protracted the situation becomes, the greater 
the need to shift from providing essential services 
towards offering opportunities for livelihoods and 
supporting refugees to move away from dependence 
on aid. The vast majority of refugees are urban, and 
even those who are camp-based express a preference 
for urban living if support was available to enable them 
to do so. Therefore, the role of local governments is 
crucial for achieving better wellbeing and livelihoods 
outcomes for refugees. Local governments often 
provide key services to host populations, which are 
generally extended to refugees and other city dwellers. 
The amount and quality of such services depend on 
the availability of resources among local governments, 
resulting in a deficit in the city’s capacities to meet 
people’s needs. 
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In Jordan, the responses of local administrations are 
framed by the national response plan, which does not 
provide sufficient space for local governments to deal 
with the local consequences of displacement. This 
requires more devolved administrative powers that 
would enable cities to respond more effectively to all its 
residents’ needs. This includes the concerted efforts 
of national and local authorities as well as agencies 
and donors to leverage international aid funds into local 
development agendas to expand their benefits and to 
ensure cities, which host 80% of refugees in Jordan, are 
adequately supported to respond to their needs.

More than ten years have passed since Syrian refugees 
started arriving in Jordan. It is time to reevaluate 
humanitarian and governmental responses to protracted 
displacement and devise new approaches that can 
deliver sustainable and equitable outcomes.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Survey components of wellbeing domains1

Bodily wellbeing In general, would you say your health is...?

Does your physical health currently limit you in any of your activities? 

How would you judge the quality of healthcare in this area? 

Is healthcare in this area readily available to you? 

In your local area, how satisfied are you with the access to a health centre?

In your local area, how satisfied are you with the access to a pharmacy?

What would you say are the main difficulties associated with living in this area (city or 
camp)? 

In the past seven days, have there been times when you or your household did not have 
enough to eat?

reduced Coping Strategies Index (rCSI)

What is your household’s main source of drinking water?

What type of toilet facilities do you have access to in your household?

How would you describe your current housing situation? 

In this area, is it safe to walk the streets? 

Economic 
wellbeing 

Thinking about your household’s current financial situation, would you say your household 
is...?

Would you say your household’s income is stable and predictable from month to month? 

Would you say your household is currently able to cover its expenses from income from 
work?

Earner ratio (number of household earners/number of household members)

Does your household hold savings?

Does your household hold debt? 

Is the level of debt of your household concerning to you? 

If needed, is your household able to borrow money?

Asset index 

Do you have a bank or microfinance account?

Are all school-aged children that are part of your household in school?

16 All survey questions are multiple choice answers except where otherwise indicated.
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Social wellbeing The displaced and the non-displaced people living here get along well

In your local area, how satisfied are you with the access to a place of worship?

In your local area, how satisfied are you with the access to a community centre/sports 
facility?

What would you say are the main advantages associated with living in this area (city or 
camp)? 

How satisfied are you with your ability to attend social gatherings outside of your home? 

How satisfied are you with your ability to meet up with friends or family who do not live with 
you? 

How satisfied are you with your ability to practice sports or other activities? (for example 
prayer groups, sewing clubs, listening to or playing music, watching or participating in 
theatre)

Political 
wellbeing

Can you legally work in this country?

If you wanted to, could you legally open a business in this country?

Are you legally allowed to live elsewhere in this country if you so choose?

Are you an official refugee registered with UNHCR and/or the relevant national authorities? 

Do you have documentation allowing you to legally reside in this country?

How would you judge the quality of dispute-solving mechanisms/justice/courts in this 
area? 

Is it secure, affordable and physically possible for you to access justice in this area?

How would you judge your access to information concerning your rights and legal status? 

Do you feel local police treat people fairly in this area? 

In this area, if you felt threatened or in danger, who could you turn to?

Do you feel you can make a difference in your community when you work with others? 

Who do you feel represents you in your community? 

How well do you feel represented/do you feel your issues are raised with the relevant 
authorities? 

Is education in this area available to your children/children from your community? 

Psychosocial 
wellbeing

I feel at home in this area.

How satisfied are you with your life overall? 

Thinking about next year, how do you think your life will be compared to now?

When your children/children of your community that you know are the age you are now, do 
you think their standard of living will be…?

Do you feel you have a clear plan for your life, and that you can achieve your goals? 

Do you feel that you are independent, able to make your own decisions? 

Do you feel your time is well spent, in a constructive manner, and not wasted?

Warwick-Edinburgh (7-item) Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS)

How well respected by your neighbours/your community do you feel?
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Annex 2. Gender distribution of wellbeing scores 
by domain
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Annex 3. Refugee Livelihoods Assets Indicator survey 
components

How old are you? 

Reduced Coping Strategies Index 

Is healthcare in this area readily available to you? 

In general, would you say your health is...? 

Does your physical health currently limit you in your activities?

Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale

Have you acquired any technical and vocational skills in the past? 

Before arriving in this country, did you work elsewhere? Have you worked in the past in this country, doing 
something different from what you are doing now? 

Can you read?

What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

On an average day, how many hours do you spend doing unpaid work around the house/chores? 

How well do you speak the language spoken by people (non-displaced hosts) in this area? 

Are qualifications from your country of origin recognised in this country? 

In this area, is it safe to walk the streets at night? 

Can you legally work in this country? 

If you wanted to, could you legally open a business in this country? 

Do you regularly use the internet? 

How would you describe your current housing situation? 

Do you feel your current home is sufficient for your household’s needs?

What is the primary source of drinking water for this household?

What type of toilet facilities do you have access to in your household?

In your local area, how satisfied are you with the access to public transport?

Does your household hold savings?

What are your household’s sources of income today? 

Do you have a bank or microfinance account?

Is the level of debt of your household concerning to you? 

If needed, is your household able to borrow money?

In this area, if you felt threatened or in danger, who could you turn to? 

How would you judge the quality of dispute-solving mechanisms/justice/courts in this area?

Is it secure, affordable and physically possible for you to access justice in this area?

Do you feel you can make a difference in your community when you work with others? 

How well do you feel represented/do you feel your issues are raised with the relevant authorities? 

How satisfied are you with your ability to attend social gatherings outside of your home? 

How well respected by your neighbours/your community do you feel?

How satisfied are you with your ability to meet up with friends or family who do not live with you? 
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