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Abstract

The ongoing civil war in Syria created the world’s largest refugee crisis since World War II. As exile continues for
many Syrians, this study aimed to explore what refugees perceive as their major needs and plans for the future in
comparison to what service providers believe is needed and should be planned in Jordan. Phenomenological
design and inductive reasoning were used in this study to explore refugees’ needs and future plans from the etic
view by interviewing key informants and from the emic view by analyzing interviews with refugees. After coding
and comparing the key informants’ interviews and refugees’ narratives, six main themes emerged: (1) gap between
refugees’ expectations and reality of humanitarian services; (2) rent as a major but neglected challenge; (3) older
adults: vulnerable and at the back of the queue for services; (4) mental health of adults as an overlooked need; (5)
education: hard to access for extremely poor and adults; and (6) an uncertain and unplanned future. Findings
suggest a need for better information sharing strategies about services, targeted programs for urbane refugees and
older adults, awareness-raising about importance of the mental health and protracted exile, and long-term
planning.
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Introduction
The conflict in Syria started as a nonviolent uprising in
March 2011 and rapidly turned into a civil war and be-
came the cause of the world’s largest refugee crisis since
World War II (Aziz et al. 2019; Jabbar and Zaza 2016;
O’Rourke 2014). When the uprising began in Syria,
many planned a short stay in Jordan, the neighboring
country with which it shares a 379-km border (Al-Qdah
and Lacroix 2017; Aziz et al. 2019). Shortly after the up-
rising began, the situation escalated in Syria and resulted
in an exponentially growing number of refugees crossing
the border into Jordan (Al-Qdah and Lacroix 2017;
Human Rights Watch 2018; The Regional Refugee and
Resilience Plan for the Syria crisis 2018). An unprece-
dented rate of 6000 border crossings per day from Syria

to Jordan was reported in 2013 (Boswall and Al Akash
2015). Estimates show that as of December 2017, around
1.4 million Syrians lived in Jordan, of which over 680,
000 were registered refugees (Rizkalla and Segal 2018).
Jordan is not a signatory to international conventions

protecting the rights of refugees including the 1951
Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol (UNHCR
2015). Instead, the country’s legal framework for
refugees falls under the 1998 Memorandum of Under-
standing between the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the government of
Jordan (Aziz et al. 2019). The government of Jordan ini-
tially welcomed Syrians under this memorandum using
an open-border policy, but gradually put limitations on
admission of refugees and their access to services (Aziz
et al. 2019). In the past years, Syrians who had friends or
family members in Jordan commonly have joined them
in urban areas, and those with limited to no social
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network or financial resources were relocated to refugee
camps (Wall et al. 2017). Over 50 governmental and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are present in
refugee camps in Jordan and provide services (Wall et al.
2017). Despite the fact that services are free of charge in
camps, only around 20% of Syrian refugees live in these
settings (Abu Hamad et al. 2017; Al-Qdah and Lacroix
2017). Refugees’ reluctance to live in camps is partly due
to limited livelihood opportunities and partly due to lack
of privacy caused by communal areas and the govern-
ment monitoring system (Wall et al. 2017).
Jordan is a developing country with limited resources.

The economic fatigue caused by the refugee crisis has
stretched the already scarce resources of the country
and consequently pushed many Syrians living in Jordan
into poverty in recent years. According to the available
data, the majority of Syrian families in urban areas of
Jordan live below the national poverty lines (Abu Hamad
et al. 2017; Rizkalla and Segal 2018; The Regional Refu-
gee and Resilience Plan for the Syria crisis 2018). A vast
majority of Syrians had to spend the savings that they
brought from Syria in early years after their arrival in
Jordan and as exile continues, they have been left with
minimum financial resources (Culbertson et al. 2016).
Moreover, the shortage of affordable housing in Jordan
makes living for those in poverty more challenging in
urban areas (Aziz et al. 2019). Rent costs were found to
be excessive and increasing in Jordan, forcing many refu-
gees to live in substandard housing (Culbertson et al.
2016; Tiltnes et al. 2019; Wells et al. 2016).
Reports show that while humanitarian actors are dra-

matically underfunded (The Statistical, Economic and
Social Research and Training Centre for Islamic Coun-
tries 2016), Syrian refugees still heavily rely on assistance
provided by these organizations (Hamdan-Mansour
et al. 2017; Rizkalla and Segal 2018). A report by Achilli
(2015) explained that the most vulnerable groups, such
as older adults, may not be able to afford renewing their
refugee cards due to extreme poverty and end up being
excluded from already limited humanitarian services.
Considering the limited relief resources and growing

needs of Syrians as exile continues, we were interested
to learn if available services are in line with what refu-
gees believe is needed. In this context, we designed a
qualitative study to explore what refugees perceive as
their major needs and plans for the future in comparison
to what service providers believe is needed and should
be planned for. In this study, we focused on the urban
refugee population, as the majority of Syrians live in
urban areas. We collected our data through semi-
structured interviews with six service provides and 11
Syrian refugees. The Caritas Internationalis center for
Syrian refugees helped us to recruit our sample in
Amman, the capital city of Jordan, home to around one

in every three Syrians in Jordan (Al-Qdah and Lacroix
2017; Connable 2015).

Methods
We conducted a phenomenological research using in-
ductive reasoning (Rubin and Babbie 2016) to document
and compare perspectives of Syrian refugees and service
providers in Amman on major needs and plans for the
future. We interviewed service providers to study the liv-
ing situations and major needs of urban refugees from
the etic view (Morris et al. 1999) and we analyzed col-
lected interviews with Syrian refugees to explore their
needs and future plans from the emic view (Morris et al.
1999). Interviews with refugees and service providers
were semi-structured allowing the interviewers to use an
interview guide with main questions and probes on cer-
tain issues that needed more information (Abu Hamad
et al. 2017; Rizkalla and Segal 2018).

Sample
After receiving approval of the institutional review
board, we used purposive and snowball sampling
methods to recruit service providers working with Syrian
refugees in Jordan as key informants. We aimed to have
anonymous interviews with at least five service providers
as recommended by Creswell and Poth (2018) for phe-
nomenological research. Similar to the method used in
our earlier study (Naseh and Wagner et al. 2019), we
conducted the interviews using Skype. Ten leading hu-
manitarian organizations with services for Syrian refu-
gees in Jordan including UNHCR, International Rescue
Committee (IRC), Mercy Corps, Caritas Internationalis,
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Norwegian
Refugee Council (NRC), Danish Refugee Council (DRC),
Finn Church Aid (FCA), and a local NGO were con-
tacted. The agencies’ contact persons were briefed about
the study and provided with a confidential Skype ID and
password. They were encouraged to share the provided
confidential Skype ID and password with staff at the
managerial level of their organizations who might be in-
terested in participating in the study. Six service pro-
viders volunteered to participate and used the provided
Skype ID and password to contact the first author and
schedule an anonymous interview in September 2017.
All interviews with service providers were in English,
conducted and recorded through audio calls, and took
between 30 and 45 min. Interviews were started with
verbal consent and continued with discussions on the
living situations of refugees in Amman and refugees’
major needs. We asked service providers to tell us about
their work, refugees that they have worked with, living
conditions of refugees in Jordan, major needs of Syrian
refugees, risk and resilience factors for wellbeing of
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refugees, and available services for refugees based on
their short-term and long-term needs.
We also analyzed 11 audio-recorded interviews with

heads of Syrian refugee households in Amman in this
study. These interviews were collected for an exhibition
on forced displacement between September and
November 2017. All interviews with Syrian refugees
were conducted by a peer outreach service provider
through purposive sampling. Interviews with refugees
were conducted in Arabic and simultaneously translated
into English. The interviewer used a topic-based inter-
view guide to collect verbal consent and initiate discus-
sions about the living situations and major needs of
refugees in Amman. All interviews began with the
biographic-narrative interview method (Wengraf 2001)
to construct interviewees’ life stories followed by probes
and follow-up questions with a focus on reasons for
leaving Syria, household characteristics (i.e. number of
household members, age, sex, marital status, occupation,
and education), living situations in Amman (including
access to basics of living, health status, access to educa-
tion, and access to work and livelihood), major needs,
and future plans. Interviews with refugees were solely
conducted with individuals self-identifying as the head
of the household.

Analysis
All interviews were transcribed verbatim and induct-
ively analyzed using the thematic analyses method
(Braun and Clarke 2006). To minimize bias, two of
the authors (MR, ZA) independently read and re-read
the transcribed texts in search of patterns and mean-
ings to generate codes. The long lists of independ-
ently generated codes were entered into a thematic
matrix by the first author, merging the codes for
similar sections of the texts (Ritchie and Lewis 2003).
To reach consensus, merged codes were shared and
discussed among the two authors who generated the
initial codes. To enhance the validity and minimize
the bias in reporting results, the first and the fourth
(MN, ZA) authors independently generated themes
based on the patterns of the final codes. Peer-
debriefing and negative case analysis were used to en-
hance the rigor of analysis. The generated themes
were discussed among four of the authors until a
consensus was reached. For each theme, direct quotes
from interviews were selected to be reported in the
study to demonstrate the relationship between the
collected data and reported information, enhancing
the validity of results. All reported names are created
or altered by the first author to protect the identity
of the interviewees. Shared information about sex and
age of the interviewees are based on the collected
data from the interviews.

Results
Among the interviewed Syrian refugees eight were
female (marital status: divorced = 1, married = 3, widow
= 4) and three were male (marital status: married = 2,
single = 1). The average age of the interviewed refugee
was 47 (SD = 15.99) and the average household size was
4.6 (SD = 2.67). All interviewees were living in Amman
at the time of the interview, but three stated that they
have lived in the Zaatari camp between less than a
month to 7 months early after arriving in Jordan. The
interviewed key informants (F = 3, M = 3) were staff at
international and national NGOs, humanitarian organi-
zations, and United Nations (international NGOs = 3,
national NGO = 1, United Nations = 1, international hu-
manitarian organization = 1). Only one of the key infor-
mants was originally from Jordan and the rest were
international. We found six main themes after coding
and comparing the key informants’ interviews and refu-
gees’ narratives: (1) gap between refugees’ expectations
and reality of humanitarian services; (2) rent as a major
but neglected challenge; (3) older adults: vulnerable and
at the back of the queue for services; (4) mental health
of adults as an overlooked need; (5) education: hard to
access for extremely poor and adults; and (6) an uncer-
tain and unplanned future.

Gap between refugees’ expectations and reality of
humanitarian services
A gap was observed between refugees’ expectations of
humanitarian organizations and what service providers
told us about available services. In the narratives of refu-
gees there were demands for services that were not
among the named available assistance for urban refugees
by key informants. For instance, refugees requested help
with rent and utility costs:

We as refugees wish that Caritas or other organiza-
tions could just help us by giving us the rent or ac-
tually the bills for water and electricity or just pay
the rent for one year so I can have some peace of
mind, knowing that I can look forward to things
and not looking at other things like rent so I can
look at other things like working and providing for
my family.
Golnar, a 59-year-old Syrian woman

However, key informants’ accounts suggested that ser-
vices for urban refugees were limited to provision of pri-
mary education, limited health services, small cash
assistance, and different training programs subjected to
availability of required financial resources. Refugees
seemed to be thankful for the generosity of the Jordan-
ian government in sheltering them, but they were frus-
trated with humanitarian organizations as most believed
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they were not given the services and protection they
were entitled to. For instance, Baran, a 47-year-old Syr-
ian mother living in Amman, talked with a sense of
gratitude while mentioning her living experiences in
Jordan; she said, “the Jordanian government and the
army were very good to us.” However, she expressed
frustration with the United Nations when talking about
services for Syrian refugees, explaining:

I see some people have a better situation than us,
the UN helps, and some people who really need
help are not being helped…. I’ve just heard that they
[UN] will remove all the assistance for the refugees,
the Syrians. I just wish that they would help us.

Similarly, Sabah, 53-year-old mother of six children said:

The Jordanian government understood our situation
and they took us… [UNHCR] was protecting us, but
now UN give us less vouchers and coupons. Why?...
You [UN] said you want to protect us and now you
want to send us back to the fire [Syria]? Where is
the protection?

While refugees blamed humanitarian organizations for
neglect in service provision, key informants proudly
counted a variety of health, education, and livelihood ser-
vices, which were almost exclusively for refugees residing in
camps, specifically in the Zaatari and Azraq camps. Key in-
formants named free primary schooling, basic health care
services, life skill training for children, medical services, live-
lihood assistance such as cash for work, and cash assistance
among the services for Syrian refugees in Jordan.

Health care services inside the camp are very wide…
for health services there are around seven big hospi-
tals inside Zaatari camp and bunch of clinics that
run by other organizations…They [hospitals in
camps] have all of the services but severe cases, for
example, like heart attack or cancer or any severe
health case, will be referred by the ministry [of
health]... There is a contract between the hospitals
in the camps and the hospitals in Jordan.
Victoria, an officer at an international humanitarian
organization in Jordan

Three of the refugees in our sample had lived in the
Zaatari camp upon arrival to Jordan, but all left due to
an array of reasons including experiences of harassment,
lack of privacy, shared bathrooms and kitchens, lack of
access to cellphones, and substandard housing:

It [living in Zaatari camp] was very bad; troubles
and harassment; if there were any mistakes or any

troubles, they accused everyone… People live very
close to each other’s tents; no privacy at all. We had
to wait and in line to use the bathroom.
Fatima, a Syrian mother of five children

Key informants believed that living conditions in
camps have improved in recent years and now refugees
are more willing to stay in camps. Ava, a key informant
working for one of the offices of the United Nations, ex-
plained, “tents were phased out quite early [in Zaatari
camp]… They [refugees] are now in what we call locally
Caravans, but they [Caravans] are prefabricated units.”
Key informants also mentioned that refugees in camps
have access to some incentives that encourage them to
stay:

In order to encourage the refugees to stay in the
camps, the UNHCR decreased this amount [cash as-
sistance] for refugees living outside the camps. You
know? So, for them [refugees], it’s better to stay in
the camps regardless of the problems. You can get
lots of benefits, you can get this [cash assistance] 23
JDs [Jordanian Dinars] per person. You can get your
winter kits. Your, mmm, all other aids for free. Be-
sides, inside the camps you have the privilege of a
cash for work system.
Leila, a humanitarian worker at an international
NGO

The decrease in the cash assistance for urban refugees
seemed to frustrate them rather than encouraging them
to live in camps. In our sample, none of the refugees
expressed an intention to live in camps, citing their con-
cerns about restrictions and lack of privacy, which
seemed to remain a problem despite recent improve-
ments in camps. Ava, a key informant working for one
of the offices of the United Nations, said “there is no
internet access for refugees [inside the camps], the
network is jammed by the government, so there is no
communication.” Noah, senior coordinator at an inter-
national NGO, explained the restrictions in leaving the
camps for refugees and stated “the leave permit [permis-
sion to leave the camps] is so difficult … they accept the
leave permit [in Azraq camp] only for the urgent cases
and sometimes even the urgent cases are not allowed a
leave permit.” Moreover, key informants told us that the
new refugee housing units, Caravans, still lack bath-
rooms and kitchens; therefore, refugees must share
cooking facilities, toilets, and bathrooms.
Lack of knowledge about available services was clear

in the narratives of refugees. Most of the refugees in our
study believed that “others” receive more and better ser-
vices and the majority believed that humanitarian orga-
nizations withhold services from them, which resulted in

Naseh et al. Journal of International Humanitarian Action            (2020) 5:14 Page 4 of 11



frustration. Refugees referred to what they had seen in
social media or heard from their friends as a source for
these claims. Golnar, a 59-year-old Syrian woman, said
“we see on the social media and websites people getting
this and getting that, getting help from all these organi-
zations, and us getting none, and this makes me feel
sorry for myself and about my living situation.” Zara, a
47-year-old Syrian woman, stated “we are the people
that they refused to help in the UN, we are very patient,
and we went through a lot.”

Rent as a major but neglected challenge
In refugees’ narratives, high cost of rent was mentioned
in almost all interviews as the most important challenge
of living in Jordan. For instance, Golnar, a 59-year-old
Syrian woman who fled Damascus, said “the worst thing
that troubles us is the house rents.” In order to afford
rent, refugees in our study commonly lived with
extended family members in overcrowded, old, and sub-
standard housing. Some had to do chores for the land-
lords to cover part of the rent, and many had to borrow
money or sell their belongings to avoid eviction.

We are three families living under one roof … I
sleep on the floor as well as my grandchild, and for
the youngsters [her children], they sleep on the
beds… the rent is paid by all of us, we just collect as
much money as we can, and we pay, and sometimes
we can’t even pay the full rent, so we must pay part
of it, and sometimes I fall in debt with some
people… it’s just very hard to pay rent here… I actu-
ally sold a lot of my personal items and a lot of my
personal items have been sold so I can pay the rent
and that’s how we pay the rent, just by borrowing
money and selling items.
Golnar, a 59-year-old Syrian woman

In replying to a question about major needs of Syrian
refugees, two key informants briefly acknowledged rent
as a challenge with no reference to a long-term plan to
address the problem. Arya, a key informant working at a
local humanitarian organization, said “sometimes the
UN gives them vouchers for food; they try sometimes to
sell these vouchers to pay the rent.” This is concerning
as in several interviews, refugees told us that they cannot
afford to eat enough and have experienced hunger. An-
other key informant stated:

If they are eligible, every beginning of the month I
think there is a SMS from UNCHR that says we
have deposited in your account the amount of 100
JD, equivalent to 140 U.S. dollars more or less. The
person in charge, let’s say the head of the family,
the father or the mother will go to an ATM

machine of a bank that UNCHR works with and
using the eye-print, he or she can withdraw the
money that was deposited into their bank accounts...
This money is mainly used to pay for the house rent
because that’s the bigger concern, the main concern
for the families.
James, an officer at an international NGO in Jordan

This multi-purpose cash assistance is designed to give
refugees a choice in how to use the money, but it
seemed insufficient to cover the rent cost. For instance,
Ghufran, a 36-year-old single man from Damascus told
us that he is paying JD 150 per month for his room.
Most refugees had no contract for their housing, which
put them in a more vulnerable position. Refugees re-
ported experiences of harassment from landlords and
one refugee explained that she became homeless after
her landlord took all her belongings for the unpaid rent
and left her in the street.

Older adults: vulnerable and at the back of the queue for
services
Older adult refugees (age 60 and above) were far more
vulnerable in the analyzed narratives. We had three
older adult refugees in our sample, Nabil 76 (M), Darya
65 (F), and Arzu 60, (F), they all lived with multiple
health issues and spent most of their time at home, iso-
lated from society. Nabil, a 76-year old Syrian man,
stated “I have a back problem and everything else…My
wife is sick. She has heart problems and spasms... they
[health service providers] took three hundred [JD] from
me for three shots for my wife’s treatment... How can I
pay for my rent and medication?” Older adult refugees
rarely reported receiving any humanitarian assistance,
and it seemed that in the absence of family support, they
were dealing with their problems alone.

My husband passed away here in Jordan, and we
sent him back. Now I live by myself under the stairs,
I don’t have even one penny… I don’t have a heater
or blankets… I don’t have anybody here. I live under
the stairs. My situation is very bad. And this winter,
the neighbors brought me a big plate [of food]. I
don’t have a bathroom… I don’t receive anything
from the UN, no assistance whatsoever… I don’t
have a house, I live under the stairs. She let me stay
[under her stairs] for one month, the neighbor. Only
one month… After my husband died, I didn’t have
anything. We lived in hospitals pretty much. After
that, I didn’t have any more money. The man that
we used to stay with before, he [the landlord] took
everything. All I came out with was the clothes that
I was wearing.
Darya, a 65-year-old refugee widow
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Most of the services or plans for refugees mentioned
by key informants were focused on refugee children and
younger adults. Almost no reference was made by key
informants to any programs that specifically served older
adult refugees in Jordan. Some of the general services
for refugees also seemed difficult to access for older
adults. For instance, the UNHCR cash assistance re-
quires registration, a cellphone to receive notice of pay-
ment, and physical mobility as the cash is only available
using eye-print at specific ATM machines.

Mental health of adults as an overlooked need
The majority of adult refugees in our sample had lost
their belongings in Syria, most had lost a friend or a
family member in the war, and some had friends or
family members detained in their home country. For in-
stance, Golnar, a 59-year-old Syrian woman, said “my
son died in the war, so I got my grandchildren into
Jordan.” Moreover, interviewed refugees referred to mul-
tiple trauma experiences in their journeys from Syria to
Jordan. For example, Asmaa, a 23-year-old widow, said
“they [Syrian armed forces] took my husband and started
bombing us, my son was 30 days old… I couldn’t bring
anything, I couldn’t bring diapers or milk, there was no
way for me to feed my child.” She added “they [govern-
ment forces in Syria] violated women… we saw so many
things; ugly things; … they were very dangerous; they
[Syrian armed forces] were holding knives and even the
men were too scared of them.”
Signs of hopelessness, trouble sleeping, and frustration

were common in the narratives of refugees. For instance,
Ghufran, a 36-year-old single Syrian man, said “I used to
think a lot in the past about my goals, but now… I don’t
like to dream anymore.” Zara, a 47-year-old Syrian
mother, said ‘he [her son] is supposed to be in school
but there is a problem. He didn’t sleep before and now
he started sleeping.” Ahmad, a 31-year-old father of two,
said “I see sometimes she [my mother] breaks, when I
wake up, I see her crying and she is talking to herself.”
Key informants referred to mental health services for

children and teenagers, but healthcare services for adult
refugees seemed to be based on self-referral. Syrian refu-
gees in our sample were consumed by concerns about
their families’ basic needs such as shelter, food, and edu-
cation for children, and, consequently, mental health or
mental health services were not a priority for them.
Nancy, a key informant working for an international hu-
manitarian organization, said “I didn't meet anybody
who came here for mental health problems. I know that
there are people who are sick … but I rarely came across
people for you know trauma and things like that.”
Key informants reported high levels of resilience

among Syrian refugees in Jordan despite the past trauma
experiences and hardships of living in exile. Noah, senior

coordinator at an international NGO, said “you can see
how resilient they are… despite all of the things, they de-
cided to continue living. They started opening their
shops. They started painting their Caravans. They even
started small gardens around the Caravans.” Key infor-
mants named available services provided by humanitar-
ian organizations as the most important protective
factors for refugees in Jordan. However, refugees
referred to their families, specifically their children, and
religious beliefs as their source of resilience. For in-
stance, Fatima, a 32-year-old Syrian mother, said, “My
family and I together, that’s the most important thing.”
Ahmed, a 31-year-old father, said “my children keep me
going.” In multiple interviews refugees stated that a
higher power would solve their problems and some
mentioned that their beliefs help them to manage their
stress. For instance, Zara, a 47-year-old Syrian mother,
said “God’s power is what keeps us strong” and Golnar,
a 59-year-old Syrian grandmother, said “I am a very reli-
gious person, anything that I feel challenged by, anything
every day, I just go to God and that would make me feel
spiritually relaxed and ready to face the days.”

Education: hard to access for extremely poor and adults
In the interviews that we collected, educational pro-
grams were among the limited available capacity build-
ing services for Syrian refugees and mainly focused on
children. Almost all key informants in our sample indi-
cated that some sort of educational program is provided
by their organization for refugee children. Similar to
other services, educational programs were more access-
ible in refugee camps for Syrian children.

They [schools] are available in camps. It [Zaatari
camp] has close to thirty schools inside the camp.
All of them [schools] are managed and run by the
Ministry of Education and the teachers are recruited
by the Ministry of Education, the curriculum is the
same as any other Jordanian school.
Ava, an officer in one of the offices of the United
Nations in Jordan

The majority of refugees that we interviewed stated
that their children were attending school in Jordan; how-
ever, some had children not in attendance. Key infor-
mants named early marriage, poverty, disability, child
labor, and lack of familiarity with the education system
in Jordan as main reasons for school dropouts among
Syrian children. Refugees referred to fees associated with
education as the main barriers preventing them from
sending their children to school. Yara, whose five chil-
dren were collecting plastic and cans in the streets of
Amman to support their family at the time of interview,
explained:
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“If I register my children in a school in Mafraq, I
have to pay 20 JD for each to [take] the bus. I don’t
even have enough money to feed them; how can I
pay for transportation? In the beginning, two of my
children registered in the school, [they attended] for
two months and then they quit.”
Yara, a young mother from Syria

Some organizations had targeted programs to prevent
school dropouts by providing incentives, covering
transportation expenses, and delaying child marriage.
Moreover, some had educational programs for out-of-
school children to help them return to school. However,
the targeted programs mentioned in the interviews were
small in scale and subject to availability of seasonal
funds. Key informants told us that most of the funds
that they receive for Syrian refugees are short-term, pre-
venting them from long-term planning in Jordan. Nancy,
a key informant working for an international humanitar-
ian organization, stated ‘they [international humanitarian
organizations] were going to cut schooling [for Syrian
refugees] because of lack of funding …it’s a problem you
know that probably year by year, maybe semester by se-
mester, they have to see if they are going to have funds.”
Some refugees also expressed concerns about the qual-

ity of the education in Jordan. Fatima, a 47-year-old
refugee who fled from Daraa in Syria, said “the educa-
tion for the kids is free; but I don’t see them getting or
understanding… we enrolled them there [in the school]
and after the Jordanian education program, I don’t think
they have anything proper, or convenient. It’s [the edu-
cation] not official.”
Although the level of education was generally low

among the adult refugees in our sample (high school, ex-
cept in the case of one refugee who had a college de-
gree), educational opportunities for adults were rarely
mentioned in the interviews with key informants and
when mentioned, these programs were part of small-
scale projects or projects with short-term funding. For
instance, Noah, a senior coordinator at an international
NGO, said “higher education is not [free]. However, each
year, the UNHCR offers scholarships for Syrian refugees.
To be honest, it’s a shame; 45 scholarships for the mil-
lions or so. It’s very limited.”

An uncertain and unplanned future
On average, refugees in our sample have been in Jordan
for 5 years and none of them had expected their exile to
last this long. Therefore, most refugees did not invest in
a long-term plan for staying in Jordan, instead they were
constantly hopeful for the situation to change. Golnar, a
59-year-old Syrian grandmother, said “I was supposed to
come to Jordan for one week from Syria, but it got

extended from 2013 until now in 2017.” Noah, a key in-
formant further explained this situation:

Three years ago, they [refugees] were just waiting to
get back to Syria. They were expecting the war will
end soon... So, they were less interested in educa-
tion, less interested in work, less interested in every-
thing…They somehow lost hope that the war will
end soon. And they start thinking about settlement,
more or less about settlement. You know? About
getting a job, about educating their children, about
sending them to the cities.
Noah, a senior coordinator at an international NGO

The majority of refugees in our study did not have a
plan to return to Syria or stay in Jordan, instead they
were hoping for resettlement in a Western country in an
uncertain future with a dream for a better life. Most of
them stated that they have been waiting for years for an
interview or approval for resettlement in a third country,
but none knew how much longer they would have to
wait. James, one of the key informants in our study, said
“when we interview them [Syrian refugees], the majority
would like to emigrate, to go to Europe, to go to the
U.S., Canada or Australia” and later added that resettle-
ment to one of these countries can take years and Syrian
refugees in Jordan have a slim chance for this option. A
Syrian refugee whose request for resettlement in a third
country was rejected told us:

I would love to go to America or any other
European country, and I’ve tried, I’m waiting for an
answer, but we don’t know yet, but we’ll see, hope-
fully it’s all good to go to America. I’d also love to
go to Canada or Australia, or Copenhagen, mostly
because of my English, you know, I don’t want to
have to learn like French… I just want to go to a
country that speaks English and I can just move in
with the society and just have a better life.
Ghufran, a 36-year-old single Syrian man

Few refugees in our sample expressed an interest in re-
turn, but similar to those who wanted to resettle in another
country, they did not know when or how. Darya, a 65-year-
old homeless Syrian widow, said “I want to stay here and
see what happens… if the situation in Syria gets better, yes
[I want to return to Syria]. Who doesn’t want to go back to
her country?” Surprisingly, Arya, a key informant working
for a local humanitarian organization, told us ‘recently
many Syrians go back to Syria as they [government of
Jordan] opened the borders. It is not still completely safe in
Syria, but many Syrians went back there.”
Key informants believed that uncertainty about the fu-

ture is one of the main challenges for Syrian refugees in
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Jordan. For instance, James, an officer at an international
NGO in Jordan, said “the main concern here is uncer-
tainty, they [refugees] are uncertain, they don’t know
what tomorrow is having for them” and Nicole, a key in-
formant working for an international humanitarian
organization, added “what’s gonna happen in Syria,
what’s next in Syria, it’s confusing them [Syrian refugees]
in forming their decision for the future.” Key informants
also told us that the majority of Syrian refugees in
Jordan have limited access to transparent information
about the situation in Syria.

Discussion
The state of conflict in the Middle East, the overwhelm-
ing humanitarian needs in different countries including
Syria and its neighboring countries, and limited re-
sources have placed refugees in a highly vulnerable pos-
ition (Fisseha 2018). The majority of refugees in our
sample seemed to be ill-informed about available hu-
manitarian resources and eligibility criteria for accessing
these services. Consequently, they perceived the distribu-
tion of services in the urban areas as unfair, random,
and insufficient. Refugees mentioned that they heard
from other refugees or saw on social media that “others,
” but not them, received humanitarian services. When
talking about the available services, key informants made
a clear distinction between available services in camps
versus services for the urban refugee population. How-
ever, interviewed refugees did not seem to consider
themselves as a separate group. Throughout the inter-
views, Syrian refugees demanded different services while
considering themselves deserving to receive them as ref-
ugees and blaming humanitarian organizations for not
providing these services as responsible entities. This ob-
servation partly affirms the findings of previous studies
(Aziz et al. 2019; Culbertson et al. 2016), suggesting that
Syrian refugees are not involved in decision making in
resource allocation that could directly impact them. For
instance, while urban refugees in our sample were des-
perate for humanitarian services, almost all resources
named by service providers in the interviews were exclu-
sively for refugees in camps.
The majority of refugees in Jordan live in the urban

areas. Lack of privacy due to communal cooking, toilet,
and bathing facilities and lack of access to information
due to the government’s decision to disable mobile
phones (using signal jammers and blockers) in camps
have been among major challenges forcing many refu-
gees to leave camps in Jordan (Wall et al. 2017). It is un-
clear if the interviewed refugees were aware of the
recent improvements discussed by key informants in the
camps, but none showed any interest in leaving the
urban areas to live in camps. Moreover, our findings
suggest that challenges that refugees identified in camps

have remained unsolved despite the recent improve-
ments since the new and upgraded housing units in
camps still lack private toilets and cooking areas.
The influx of Syrian refugees in the urban areas in re-

cent years has resulted in rent prices being tripled or
even quadrupled in some areas in Jordan (Achilli 2015;
Al-Qdah and Lacroix 2017; Aziz et al. 2019). According
to a report published by NRC in 2015, Syrian families
were paying around 150 JD per month for accommoda-
tion in Jordan (NRC 2015). The lack of affordable hous-
ing has forced many refugees to live in sub-standard
housing such as small apartments, garages, or even tents
(Culbertson et al. 2016). Refugees in our sample referred
to difficulties in paying rent as one of their major chal-
lenges in Jordan. They also referred to a lack of access to
an official lease or rental contract for their apartments.
Over 90% of non-camp Syrian refugees in Jordan rent
their residence in the private market (Tiltnes et al.
2019). Many landlords in Jordan refuse to sign an official
lease or contract with refugees to be able to increase the
rents or evict them easily (Culbertson et al. 2016). These
challenges put refugees, specifically more vulnerable
groups such as older adults, at a greater risk of harm. In
our sample, older adults discussed several challenges in-
cluding homelessness.
Lack of mobility, weakened physical strength, and so-

cial isolation can put older adult refugees in more vul-
nerable positions (Strong et al. 2015). Older adult
refugees are usually recognized as vulnerable groups by
humanitarian organizations and often have priority in
receiving certain services. For instance, older Syrian ref-
ugees in Jordan are recognized as refugees with “vulner-
ability characteristics”; therefore, they can receive World
Food Programme (WFP) food support, which is provided
in camps (Krafft et al. 2019). Older adult refugees’ needs
in our sample seemed to be beyond the scope of the
programs and services discussed by the key informants.
Moreover, many of the services discussed seemed to be
unfit to reach or serve older adults. For example, older
adult refugee women do not have access to cell phones;
often, men are the ones with a phone in Syrian commu-
nities (Wall et al. 2017). Yet, it seemed that access to a
cell phone to receive a notification and having the mo-
bility to reach specific ATMs were required for refugees
to receive cash assistance in Jordan.
Signs of stress, frustration, and hopelessness were

common in the narratives of refugees in our sample.
Similar to refugees in comparable situations across the
globe, the majority of Syrian refugees have faced war,
violence, persecution, and loss or killing of family mem-
bers and close friends before arriving in Jordan, and
many have experienced a life-threatening journey to this
country as they had to rely on smugglers (Crumlish and
O’Rourke 2010; Naseh and Macgowan et al. 2019;
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Rizkalla and Segal 2018). They also encounter multiple
stressors in Jordan such as poverty, day-to-day discrim-
ination, isolation, and micro-aggressions (Abu Hamad
et al. 2017; Rizkalla and Segal 2018; Weinstein 2000). As
a result, mental health problems are common among
Syrian refugees in Jordan (Abu Hamad et al. 2017; Gam-
mouh et al. 2015; Jabbar and Zaza 2016; Rizkalla and Se-
gal 2018). Service providers in our sample described
Syrian refugees as a very resilient group and focused on
refugees’ mental strengths rather than mental health is-
sues while discussing refugees’ needs in Jordan. How-
ever, their resilience should not be misinterpreted as
absence of mental health issues. Reports suggest limited
access to mental health services for Syrian refugees in
Jordan (Aziz et al. 2019; Jabbar and Zaza 2016) and our
findings imply that these limited services are only avail-
able to those who seek them.
Syrian refugees in Jordan are in protracted exile, which

is predicted to continue (Aziz et al. 2019; Culbertson
et al. 2016). In this context, long-term investment in
capacity building programs, especially education is im-
portant. Our findings suggest that Syrian refugees, in
particular, children, have access to education in Jordan.
In order to accommodate Syrian children, Jordan has
started double-shift schools, offering mostly afternoon
shifts to Syrian children (Aziz et al. 2019). However, re-
cently published data suggest that despite access, less
than 60% of Syrian refugee children attend schools in
Jordan (Human Rights Watch 2018; Jabbar and Zaza
2016). As discussed by both refugees and key informants
in our study, school dropouts among Syrian refugee chil-
dren could be the result of poverty and fees associated
with education. Key informants mentioned some tar-
geted programs to prevent school dropouts, but dis-
cussed services were small in scale and dependent on
availability of short-term funds. Short-term funding pol-
icies have been discussed in the previous studies among
the main challenges preventing humanitarian organiza-
tions from long-term planning and implementation of
capacity building programs for Syrian refugees in Jordan
(Aziz et al. 2019; Culbertson et al. 2016). Many NGOs
or humanitarian organizations rely on voluntary dona-
tions for their service provisions, which creates uncer-
tainty about possibility of continuation of services.
In this study, Syrian refugees’ plans for the future

seemed to be inconsistent with their protracted exile.
Most of the refugees in our study told us that since they
arrived in Jordan, they have been waiting to see what
will happen. This means that for close to a decade, most
of them have been waiting to be resettled in another
country and a minority have been waiting for the war to
end and return to Syria. None of the refugees in our
sample referred to any plan to invest in their quality of
life in Jordan. On the global scale, in 2018, only 4.7% of

the refugees in need of resettlement were actually
resettled (UNHCR 2019). As mentioned by service pro-
viders in this study, resettlement can be a lengthy and
hard to reach durable solution for the majority of
Syrians in Jordan.

Limitations
Small sample size and the qualitative nature of the study
limit the generalizability of the results. Although a limi-
tation, generalizability of the results in its traditional
sense was not the goal of this phenomenological study;
rather, this study aimed to understand lived experiences
of refugees and compare refugees’ perspective with ser-
vice providers’ viewpoint about major needs and the fu-
ture plans. The focus of this study was on the urban
Syrian refugee population in Amman. However, in the
interviews, key informants focused on humanitarian ser-
vices in camps rather than urban areas. Although this is
an important observation that highlights more attention
is given to refugees living in camps, this digression from
the main focus of the study, urban refugees, might have
caused a disconnect.

Conclusions and recommendations
Refugees in our sample seemed to be misinformed about
the available services and frustrated that they were de-
nied the services that “others” received. Humanitarian
organizations could be more proactive in the provision
of accurate information about their available resources
and eligibility criteria for assistance. Social media con-
tent produced by most of the humanitarian organiza-
tions mainly features services provided and any content
that would be appealing to donors. Such content seems
to disappoint refugees who did not receive the suport
promoted in the social media platforms. Humanitarian
organizations can use social media messages targeted for
refugees to communicate accurate information, specific-
ally to community leaders in Jordan. Previous studies
found that many Syrians keep their cell phones even at
the expense of other needs as it is viewed as a tool help-
ing to challenge the government in Syria as well as a tool
to stay in contact with friends and families (Wall et al.
2017). Humanitarian organizations can communicate ac-
curate information directly to refugees using text
messages.
Our findings suggest that more targeted programs are

needed for urban refugees and older adults. Although
there might be impediments in providing services to ref-
ugees outside of camps, humanitarian organizations
should make efforts to consider refugees’ priorities for
those living in urban areas. Replacing traditional camp-
based responses, where possible, with alternative durable
solutions can create possibilities for refugees to live with
greater dignity as members of the community (UNHCR
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2014). In terms of tailored services for older adult refu-
gees, their social isolation and lack of mobility should be
taken into consideration. Outreach programs and home
visits would be more effective in reaching older adults
compared to mainstream services.
Among much-needed services for urban refugees in

our sample was access to affordable housing. While cash
assistance and cash transfer help refugees with paying
rent (Hagen-Zanker et al. 2018; Lee 2019), these inter-
ventions cannot prevent increases in rent costs or abuse
by landlords. As a solution, cash assistance for rent
could be transferred directly to landlords with an agree-
ment between homeowners and humanitarian organiza-
tions, guaranteeing protection for refugees and fixed
rents for longer periods of time (Naseh et al. 2018).
There are also small-scale innovative practices that could
be replicated to enhance refugees’ access to affordable
housing. For instance, NRC provides funding for land-
lords to renovate their houses in Jordan in exchange for
housing Syrian refugees for 1 year (Culbertson et al.
2016). By providing funds for landlords NRC invests in
local communities and by conditioning the fund to
housing refugees the project invests in integration and
access to shelter in the short-term (Culbertson et al.
2016). In the long-term, investment is needed in Jordan’s
housing market to fulfill the unmet demand for afford-
able housing.
Moreover, among the much-needed services for

refugees are mental health services. Considering the
perceived stigma toward mental health problems,
many refugees might hide their mental health needs
or avoid seeking help. Therefore, outreach programs
are needed together with awareness-raising sessions
about the importance of mental health. Awareness-
raising about living in protracted exile and return as
the most accessible durable solution is also needed
for refugees. Such awareness-raising programs or any
capacity building activity for Syrian refugees in Jordan
requires long-term investment and planning. Although
humanitarian organizations commonly receive their
funding annually, donors should consider commit to
long-term funds with long-term goals, allowing spe-
cific capacity building programs (Culbertson et al.
2016). Investment in capacity building of Syrian
refugees, specifically education, can also have positive
implications in rebuilding Syria after the war in the
future, as more economically successful and empow-
ered refugees are more likely to return to their coun-
try of origin to rebuild it (Aziz et al. 2019).
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