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Growing up in Protracted Crises 

• Over half of all displaced people are 
children under 18 years (UNHCR, 2016).  

 

• Due to the increasing protracted 
nature of global conflicts, young 
refugees have poor prospects for 
adult life. 
 

• Young refugees are therefore growing 
up in host countries creating major 
challenges for humanitarian and 
development programmes.  
 

• This research was commissioned by 
DFID to address a lack of knowledge 
and understanding of the challenges 
of growing up as a refugee, in 
contexts of protracted crises.  
 
 



Conceptualising Youth Transitions 

• Youth navigate complex pathways to 
adulthood: journeys not boundaries. 
 

• Key situations affect individual 
pathways of education, employment, 
family life etc….  
 

• Youth cope with and respond to 
‘ruptures’ (formative events – 
becoming a refugee) that shape 
expectations and decisions.   
 

• This research explores the conditions 
affecting youth transitions through 
protracted displacement.  
 

• The contextual situations of protracted 
crises shapes the present and 
imagined futures.  

 
 
 



Research Objectives  
 

• The research has the following objectives.  

– To explore experiences of transitions to adulthood for 

children and youth (aged 10 – 24) across various contexts. 

– To examine the social, spatial and temporal dimensions to 

refugee transitions. 

– To consider how youth transitions are affected by age, gender 

and other social markers.  

– To develop policy and service recommendations to better 

support refugee youth transitions.  
 

 



Research Methods 

Youth-led and participatory research 

• Youth trained as researchers for working with peer groups.  
 

Two countries: Uganda and Jordan  

• To gather a diversity of experience in urban and camp settings.  
 

Jordan: Syrian, Iraqi and Palestinian (Gazan) refugees  

• Four locations – Syrian (E. Amman and Za’atari), Iraqi (Zarqa) and 
Palestinian (Jerash Gaza Camp).  

 

Mixed methods approach: 

• Surveys, focus groups, narrative interviews and story mapping to gain 
deep insight into youth experiences.  
 

Analysis: 

• NVivo coding followed by workshop discussions to interpret data and 
review findings.  



• Research undertaken in 4 sites  
• 246 Young people engaged in Jordan 
• 42 In-depth interviews   
• 11 Story maps 
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Research Locations: Jordan 



Becoming a Refugee - the Journey   
• Syrians and Iraqis reported fleeing from war, conflict, threat of violence and 

instability in their countries. 
• Palestinians have historical memories of becoming a refugee and strong present 

feelings of displacement.  
 

Stories of journeys to Jordan are plagued by experiences of violence and loss that have 
left a lasting impact on young people’s lives.  
 

“We came here also fearing for our lives and 
the bad state of mind we have been going 
through. We did not have any food to eat. 
We were living a miserable life” (Nouran, 15 
- Syrian, Za’atari). 
 
“… my father received a threatening letter 
[where] they threatened to blow up our 
house or kill one of us. They did kill an uncle 
of mine and another has gone missing and 
so is my cousin” (Samer, 20 - Iraqi, Zarqa).   
 



Being a Refugee – Impact  
Being a refugee creates a status where youth feel less than equal and has 

implications for transitions to adulthood:  

 “When I walk the street I am afraid of how people look at me. They give me 

 this refugee look, they know that a Syrian means an outcast” (Haya, 16 - 

 Syrian, E. Amman). 

Expectations of adult life are changed: loss of opportunity and social networks:  

 “… here in Jordan and although the people have been great … its not like the 

 help you get from your family. I mean you can say that future plans have 

 failed already, that means there is no future!” (Samer, 20 – Iraqi, Zarqa). 

Become subject to regulations that limit options and pathways: limits to work, 

education and movement:  

 “There is no difference between Jordanians, Palestinians, Syrians or Iraqis, we 

are all Muslims, but the laws are the ones affecting us” (Emir, 20 – Palestinian, 

Jerash).  



Barriers to Education 

• Education is highly valued, and completing education important 
for attaining social adulthood. Yet, young refugees experience 
interrupted schooling and difficulty in recommencing studies. 
 

• Key issues identified by young refugees include: 
– costs: “Money is the biggest obstacle because I cannot do anything or 

get the necessary documents without it. I need money for tuition, 
supplies and textbooks. This is an obstacle” (Rasha, 22 – Syrian, E. 
Amman).  

– documents: “When I came from Iraq I did not have my documents on 
me because my school was blown up. Along with the explosion, my 
documents were destroyed”  (Milad, 19 – Iraqi, Zarqa). 
 

– caring and work responsibilities in the family: “Even if I was able to 
[catch up] I would not be able to because we are a family and we all 
rely on each other to get food on the table. I cannot afford to go to 
school here, I have work so we can survive” (Amira, 15 - Syrian 
Za’atari).  

 

 

 



Education Implications 

• Inability to complete education impacts on self-worth and shapes 
what is perceived as possible in the future.  

• Even where young people have completed education they may 
find they cannot use qualifications to access work because of legal 
restrictions on jobs open to refugees.  

 “I lost all hope without my 
education. It felt like having a 
bleak and an unknown future” 
(Nasim, 20 - Iraqi, Zarqa) 
 

“As a refugee I can’t major in a 
specific field because I know I 
wouldn’t be able to find a job in it” 
(Harith, 23 - Palestinian, Jerash).  

 



Livelihood Issues    

Refugees have limited options for accessing work and youth feel that they 
compromise their aspirations for adulthood: they are unable to get ‘good 
jobs’.  

 

The key challenges experienced by young refugees include the formal 
restrictions in the types of work open to refugees.  
“If you go to a job interview they ask you about your nationality and national 
number, if you say you don’t have it your chance of work is less than if you were a 
Jordanian” (Thaer, 16 – Palestinian, Jerash).  

 

“I am not allowed to work in anything … or as a cleaner or something like that” 
(Adnan, 17 - Syrian E. Amman). 
 

“I feel disappointed because I am not able to meet my own demands 
independently, and neither the demands of the house. I feel utter sadness 
because I am unable to do so” (Miran, 16 - Syrian, Za’atari) 
 

Also experience of discrimination and exploitation of labour.  

“We cannot work and we cannot learn a tradecraft. If you end up working at some 
place, the employer will shower you with insults and will exploit you because you 
are Iraqi”(Milad, 19 – Iraqi, Zarqa). 
 
 

 



Livelihood Impacts   

Higher quality jobs in offices and professions are seen as unavailable to 
young refugees.  

 

• Restrictions lead to refugees 
working illegally:  
 

“I am afraid of being caught by the 
labour office … I will be working 
undercover so that I will not attract 
attention … and risk the possibility of 
being investigated” (Jahmir, 19 - Iraqi 
Zarqa).  
  

• Young refugees are frustrated 
that they are unable to achieve 
adult goals through work.  

“Frankly speaking, having 
limited [work] opportunities 
makes me feel hopeless and 
disappointed” (Shayma, 18 –
Syrian, Za’atari) 



Marriage 

Marriage is seen as a important 
transition to adulthood. It is a way to 
gain status and respect within the 
community and meet religious 
obligations.  
“Every girl dreams of stability and 
becoming a mother and having a house 
and a husband” (Amira, 15 - Syrian 
Za’atari).  
 

 

It also marks a point of maturity in a 
young life.  
“The idea of marriage and having children 
makes the youth think seriously about 
their future. Every young man should put 
some serious thought into it” (Nasim, 20 – 
Iraqi, Zarqa). 
 

But marriage is also used by some 
to advance or protect their family 
situation. 
“Some are getting married only to 
get a caravan or a visa or so on. 
Others have given their children in 
marriage so they cannot return to 
Syria” (Shayma,18 – Syrian, Za’atari) 



Challenges of Marriage 

A number of challenges and preconditions are identified by young people as 
important for marriage.  
 
• lack of money: “the amount is big and we can hardly pay the house rent 

and marriage would make a new problem” (Qasim, 18 – Syrian, E. 
Amman). 
 

• have a house and offer stability for children: “If I want to get married 
properly, settle down and find my peace of mind, I should find my path 
and work to establish a household and secure a future for my children” 
(Jahmir, 19 – Iraqi, Zarqa) 
 

• suitable match: “if you propose to another girl, they would tell you that 
we cant accept you because you are from Gaza camp and its full of bad 
boys” (Farid, 15 – Palestinian, Jerash).  
 

• marriage closes off other possibilities: “Generally speaking, marriage 
provides security for girls but I am not thinking about it right now because 
I have dreams and plans which I want to achieve” (Nouran, 15 - Syrian 
Za’atari).  
 



Youth Workshops: Amman  

• Participatory approach adopted to include young researchers in 

reviewing and analysing emerging issues.  

• Workshops in Amman allowed for in-depth discussion and 

comparison on key issues based on gender, nationality and location 

– urban / camp.  

• Focus on issues that affect transitions to adulthood 

– Being a refugee  

– Education  

– Work and livelihoods 

– Marriage and family life  

 

 

 
 



Stakeholder Workshop 

• Creates an opportunity to 
bring together stakeholders 
working with refugees in 
Jordan. 
 

• Share very early findings from 
the research to obtain 
feedback and contribute to 
analysis. 
 

• Knowledge exchange 
between young refugees and 
stakeholders to discuss the 
research and its implications.  



• Long term regional instability – 
refugees from Somalia, Sudan, 
Rwanda, Ethiopia, DRC, Eritrea and 
Burundi. 
 

• Refugee population of nearly 1 
million – largest group from 
ongoing crisis in South Sudan. 
 

• Populations located in camp and 
urban centres – data collection in 
the capital city Kampala and 
Nakivale refugee settlement.  
 

• Research undertaken with two of 
the largest refugee groups in 
Uganda: Somalian and Congolese.  

Nakivale 

Background to Uganda  



Uganda Institutional Context 

• Strong legal framework in the Refugee 
Act 2006 – rights include free 
movement, land, non-discrimination in 
the labour market and access to health 
and education services.  

 

• Co-ordinated response by UNHCR, 
Ugandan Government (Office of the 
Prime Minister) and INGOs.  

 

• But system increasingly strained with 
growing numbers of refugees and weak 
national economy.  

 

• Ugandan refugee solidarity summit held 
in June 2017 to improve co-ordination 
of international funds in response to 
refugee crisis.  


