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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
As the conflict in Syria enters its sixth year, Jordan continues to shoulder a 
disproportionate refugee burden as it hosts 2.7 million refugees - making it the 
second largest refugee-hosting country per inhabitants in the world. Jordan has 
opened its doors to more than 650,000 Syrian refugees; the vast majority - around 
79% - live outside of camps and face precarious living conditions. Against this 
backdrop, the Jordan Compact signals a paradigm shift in responding to the Syrian 
refugee crisis as it sets out a roadmap to achieve long term resilience for Jordanians 
and Syrian refugees alike by shifting the focus from short-term aid to job creation, 
growth, and investment.  
 
This report focusses on the livelihoods component of the Jordan Compact and 
provides a timely analysis of the new enabling environment created by the modified 
trade agreements between Jordan and the EU. While the Jordan Compact envisions 
the creation of a robust investment landscape, our primary focus is to examine the 
barriers faced by Syrian refugees’ in their pursuit of work permits and sustainable 
livelihoods in Jordan. To this end, this report analyses specific barriers that limit the 
formal employment of Syrian refugees in the Development Zones, particularly in the 
export industry.  
 
Putting refugee perspectives at the centre of the analysis, the research reveals key 
recommendations for meaningful strategies to increase the formal participation of 
Syrian refugees in the Jordanian labour market. Beyond identifying ways in which 
Syrian refugees can access formal work in Jordan, it is paramount that they are able 
to access decent work opportunities to secure sustainable livelihoods and most 
importantly, their dignity. While the report looks at the short-term barriers on both the 
demand and supply side, a comprehensive analysis of the longer-term effects of the 
Jordan Compact, especially on the demand side (e.g. employers, industries, 
investors), is beyond the scope of this report.  
 
Our research findings are based on 41 semi-structured expert and stakeholder 
interviews with government, non-governmental organizations (NGO), international 
organizations, donor agencies, trade and employers’ unions, academia, and 
refugees and five Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with a total of 138 Syrian 
refugees in Jordan. This primary research was supplemented by an extensive review 
of key publications on refugee economies and compacts, livelihoods and social 
cohesion programming, the Jordanian labour market and the relaxed rules of origin. 
To better understand the gender-differential impact of the Jordan Compact on Syrian 
refugee women’s entry into the formal labour force, a gender analysis framework is 
mainstreamed throughout the report. 
 
Our findings reveal eleven supply-side and demand-side barriers that continue to 
affect the uptake of work permits and formal employment. The barriers are divided 
into two categories:  
 

1. When refugees want to apply for work permits, they face barriers in the 
following areas: 

 
● Difficulties in obtaining the necessary documentation to access work 
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permits.  
Syrian refugees cited the lack of documentation as the greatest obstacle to 
obtaining the Ministry of Interior (MOI) cards - which is a requirement for work 
permit applications - even though they were eligible for them. In addition to 
this, the difficulties that refugees in camps face in obtaining leave permits may 
limit their awareness about local work opportunities and may reduce their 
attractiveness to employers, consequently reducing their possibility of being 
included in the local labour market. 
 

● Lack of clear and concise information about employment-related 
regulations. Our FGD and expert interviews have pointed to the lack of clear 
and concise information about employment-related regulations, especially 
related to Syrian refugees, as one of the main barriers Syrian refugees face in 
accessing formal work opportunities. There continues to be critical information 
gaps in 1) work permit and employment rules, and 2) social security rules.  

 
● Quotas on the employment of Jordanians and closed professions. 

Jordanian employers and their associations reported that it is often difficult to 
meet the Jordanian quota - especially in the garment sector - due to a range 
of factors. This in turn affects Syrian employees’ prospects of obtaining work 
permits because employers who fail to meet the required quota for Jordanian 
employees are unable to hire Syrian employees. In addition to this, the nature 
of closed professions is a barrier for Syrian refugees’ participation in the 
formal labour market because the jobs that match their skills and expertise 
are in the closed professions category.  
 

● Lack of labour market information about labour demand and supply. Our 
findings revealed a two-way information problem in the labour market: 1) 
employers lack accurate information about Syrian refugees’ labour supply 
skills and distribution in the territory, and 2) Syrian refugees inside and 
outside the refugee camps lack adequate information about job opportunities.  

 
2. When Syrian refugees seek sustainable livelihoods, the following barriers 
affect their preference to seek employment in the export industry:  

 
● Low wages in the export industry and higher wage opportunities in the 

informal sector. Our FGD findings show that the minimum wage in garment 
sector is below the wage expectations of Syrian refugees because it is not 
sufficient to cover living expenses, such as rent and food, which amounts to 
more than JD 200 (US$ 282) per month. Our findings also show that informal 
work opportunities with higher wages steer Syrian refugees away from 
seeking employment in the export industry.  

 
● Prohibitive commuting distance and cost. In interviews with stakeholders 

across Jordan, transportation, specifically prohibitive commuting distances, 
emerges as a central hurdle for Syrian refugees to take up work in factories in 
the Development Zones. The issue of prohibitive commuting distance is a key 
barrier for women who are primary caregivers in their households cannot 
afford to be away from their homes and families for a long period of time in a 
day.  
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● Perceptions of sub-optimal working conditions in factories. Though 

refugees often face a number of hurdles in accessing the formal labour 
market, at times the working conditions in these workplaces, or refugees’ 
perceptions of such conditions, prove to be a barrier both for employers to 
retain refugees and refugees to find sustainable work. 

 
● Societal attitudes towards women’s employment. There seems to be a 

wide-held belief that specific jobs are better-suited for women. During focus 
group discussions with Syrian refugee women in Zaatari refugee camp and in 
Mafraq, Syrian refugee women expressed that they feared that they would 
face harassment at the factories and a lack of women-only working space. 
There were perceptions of factories as ‘prisons’ and that it was socially 
unacceptable for women to work with men. While most Syrian refugee women 
interviewed for this report expressed willingness to work, they indicated a 
strong preference for jobs that allow them to work from or closer to their 
homes. 

  
● Fears related to work formalization. Refugee insights from FGDs and NGO 

experts highlight that one of the main reasons Syrian refugees do not take up 
work permits is their fear of losing UNHCR cash assistance. Even though the 
official information is that holding a work permit is not a sufficient condition to 
make refugees ineligible for cash assistance, it may indeed have this result, 
and the fear that this might be the case is very real - a fear that was 
consistently mentioned by refugees and NGOs throughout our primary 
research. 

 
● The existence of more appealing job opportunities in the informal 

sector. For Syrian refugee women who prefer to work from or closer to their 
homes, the informal sector is viewed as a viable income-generating 
alternative. Syrian refugees’ reluctance to apply for work permits stem from 
the design of the one-year renewable work permit which is tied to a particular 
employer in a specific job. This limits their ability to switch jobs or employers.  

 
● Employers’ hiring preferences. Social security costs and concerns related 

to increased workplace inspections are two factors that prevent employers 
from hiring Syrian refugees. In the garment sector, migrant workers make up 
75% of the workforce and are highly skilled - therefore, Syrian refugee 
workers might require additional training and supervision, which factors into 
increased costs at lower efficiency levels. 

 
The research concludes with recommendations, organized in five clusters, to 
minimize the barriers faced by Syrian refugees when accessing work permits and 
sustainable livelihoods in Jordan. These recommendations include: 
 

1. Improve processes and reduce employment costs 
One of the main barriers that refugees identified in obtaining a work permit 
was the difficulties in acquiring the necessary documentation – most notably 
the MoI card – that is required to apply for work permits. The lack of 
documentation is for many refugees also an important barrier in obtaining the 
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MoI card. A first step in facilitating the process of obtaining work permits 
would therefore be to simplify the process of obtaining an MoI card. In 
addition to this, we recommend smoothing the process of acquiring leave 
permits and lengthening the validity of leave permits to incentivise Syrian 
refugees to seek employment. Social security costs is another major barrier 
that can be eliminated by substituting the work permit costs and social 
security contributions with a tax on firms’ revenues or profits, calibrating 
the level of the tax to reach the same level of fiscal revenue obtained ex ante.  

 
2. Reduce labour market and work permit information asymmetries 

 Syrian refugees in Jordan often lack full or coherent information about labour  
 market regulations including information about the process and costs of 
 obtaining a work permit as well as costs and portability of social security. 
 Therefore, a one-stop system to provide job-related information and 
 services for refugees and employers in the form of a centralised government 
 web page will help address information asymmetries that often hinder Syrian 
 refugees from applying for work permits. Furthermore, Syrian refugees are not 
 fully aware of the available job opportunities, and employers lack information 
 about the geographical distribution and skills characteristics of the Syrian 
 labour force. A solution to this may be the creation of a labour market 
 intermediation service, either publicly or privately provided, to connect 
 refugees and employers. A complementary way to assist with refugees’ job 
 search - especially for refugees living in camps - is to have employers coming 
 to camps to do information sessions for refugees in camps. 
 

3. Increase the participation of non-Jordanians in restricted sectors 
Opening up additional sectors to Syrian workers will enable more Syrian 
refugees to participate in the Jordanian job market. We acknowledge that 
opening up or expanding the participation of non-Jordanian workers in these 
sectors is a politically sensitive issue because of the high unemployment rate 
among Jordanians, amounting to around 14.7% in the second quarter of 
2016. However, if sectors related directly or indirectly to the export industry 
suffer from a shortage of Jordanian workers, opening up these sectors will 
create more opportunities for Syrians without threatening the position of 
Jordanians in the labour market.  

 
4. Increase productivity and competitiveness of the export industry 

We recommend an alternative approach to increasing the minimum wage by 
which employers are encouraged to create fiscal space to raise net wages 
by reducing other expenses and costs. This would result in meeting 
Syrians’ wage level expectations (JD 300 or US$ 423 per month) and would 
decrease their preference for working in the informal sector. To encourage 
higher participation of Syrian refugee women in the export industry - 
particularly the garment sector - we recommend establishing satellite 
factories in urban settings and camps to alleviate the costs and 
psychological barriers associated with long-distance commuting to 
Development Zones. In addition to investment in satellite factories, 
investment in logistics infrastructure, especially the maintenance and 
expansion of more heavily trafficked roadways connecting the Mafraq, Irbid, 
and Zarqa governorates, is essential. Investment in public projects has proved 
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to have far reaching economic benefits; these projects can serve not only to 
improve commuting, but also to provide large-scale employment.  

 
5. Improve working conditions, especially for women 

Employers should take steps to create an enabling environment for women 
to work by accommodating women’s concerns in the workplace. It would be a 
good first step for stakeholders such as humanitarian and development actors 
to map some of these concerns and distribute this type of information to 
employers, in order to improve the understanding of what type of measures 
would incentivise women to seek job opportunities in their factories. This will 
also help alleviate some of the negative connotation - or reason for shame - to 
have a wife working outside of the home. To address the perception and 
reality of suboptimal working conditions, specifically harassment and 
discrimination at work, employers should implement and monitor operational 
complaint mechanisms for Syrian refugees in the workplace to ensure 
accountability and strengthen efforts to improve working conditions. 
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ملخصص تنفیيذذيي
ملیيونن لاجئ٬، مما  2.7مع ددخولل االنزااعع في سورریيا عامھه االساددسس٬، لا یيزاالل االأررددنن یيتحمل عبئاً غیير متناسب حیيث یيستضیيف 

لاجئ سورريي٬،  650000یيجعلھه ثاني أأكبر بلد مضیيف للاجئیين في االعالم بالنسبة لعددد االسكانن. فتح االأررددنن أأبواابھه لأكثر من 
یيعیيشونن خاررجج االمخیيماتت وویيوااجھهونن ظظرووفف معیيشیية غیير مستقرةة. في ظظل ھھھهذهه  ٪ 79حواالي  االغالبیية االعظمى منھهم 

االاستجابة لأززمة االلاجئیين االسورریيیين حیيث أأنھه  آآلیية فيوعي ) إإلى تحولل نJordan compactاالظرووفف یيشیير میيثاقق االأررددنن (
مد لكل من االأررددنیيیين ووااللاجئیين االسورریيیين على حد سوااء ووذذلك یيضع خاررططة ططریيق لتحقیيق االقدررةة على االموااجھهة ططویيلة االأ

من خلالل تحویيل االتركیيز من تقدیيم االمساعدااتت على االمدىى االقصیير االأجل إإلى االعمل على خلق فرصص االعمل٬، وواالاستثمارر.

االاتفاقیياتت االتجارریية االتي أأنشأتھها ومم بتحلیيل االبیيئة االجدیيدةة ھھھهذاا االتقریير یيركز على مكونن سبل االعیيش ضمن میيثاقق االأررددنن وویيق

االمعدلة بیين االأررددنن وواالاتحادد االأوورربي. بیينما تقومم ررؤؤیية میيثاقق االأررددنن على إإنشاء إإططارر ااستثمارريي قويي٬، فإنن تركیيزنا 
االأساسي ھھھهو ددررااسة االعواائق االتي یيوااجھهھها االلاجئونن االسورریيونن في سعیيھهم للحصولل على تصارریيح االعمل ووسبل االعیيش 

ھهذهه االغایية٬، یيحلل ھھھهذاا االتقریير االعواائق االتي تحد من االعمالة االرسمیية للاجئیين االسورریيیين في االمستداامم في االأررددنن. ووتحقیيقا ل
االتصدیير. قطاععمناططق االتنمیية٬، وولا سیيما في 

من خلالل االتركیيز على ووجھهة نظر االلاجئیين ووجعلھها االمحورر االرئیيسي للتحلیيل٬، یيكشف االبحث عن توصیياتت ااسترااتیيجیية 

عن تحدیيد االسبل االتي یيتمكن االلاجئونن ااً االسورریيیين في سوقق االعمل االأررددني االرسمي. ووبعیيد تھهدفف لزیياددةة  أأعداادد  االلاجئیين
االسورریيونن من خلالھها االوصولل إإلى سوقق االعمل االرسمي في االأررددنن٬، فإنھه من االأھھھهمیية بمكانن أأنن یيتمكنواا من االوصولل إإلى 

اظظ على كراامتھهم. تركز االدررااسة على فرصص عمل لائقة تساعدھھھهم على تأمیين سبل االعیيش االمستداامم وواالأھھھهم من ذذلك االحف
االعواائق قصیيرةة االأجل لكل من االعرضض وواالطلب على حدٍ سوااء٬، أأما االتحلیيل االشامل للآثارر ططویيلة االأجل لمیيثاقق االأررددنن 

.ھھھهذهه االدررااسة ووخاصة على جانب االطلب (أأصحابب االعمل وواالصناعاتت وواالمستثمریين)٬، یيعتبر خاررجج نطاقق

) مع أأصحابب االعلاقة من االمنظماتت االحكومیية ووغیير semi-structuredة شبھه منظمة (مقابل 41تستند نتائج االبحث على
االحكومیية وواالمنظماتت االدوولیية وواالوكالاتت االمانحة وواالاتحاددااتت االتجارریية ووأأرربابب االعمل وواالأووساطط االأكاددیيمیية ووااللاجئیين 

لاجئ سورريي في االأررددنن. ووقد ااستكمل االبحث االرئیيسي باستعرااضض  138ووخمس مجموعاتت نقاشش مركزةة مع ما مجموعھه 
بحاثث وواالدررااساتت االرئیيسیية عن ااقتصاددیياتت االلاجئیين ووسبل كسب االعیيش ووسوقق االعمل  االأررددني ووقوااعد االمنشأ لألووااسع 

االمبسطة.  

تكشف االنتائج االتي توصلنا إإلیيھها عن أأحد عشر عائق من جانب االعرضض وواالطلب ما ززاالت تؤثر على تصارریيح االعمل 
وواالعمالة االرسمیية. تنقسم ھھھهذهه االعواائق إإلى فئتیين:

٬، یيوااجھهونن االعواائق في االنوااحي االتالیية:تصارریيح عمللدما یيرغب االلاجئونن في االتقدیيم على عن.1
أأشارر االلاجئونن االسورریيونن إإلى أأنن عدمم  صعووباتت في االحصوولل على االووثائقق االلاززمة لاستصدداارر تصارریيح االعملل.●

تعد مطلب أأساسي من االتي حیياززتھهم على بعض االوثائق االرسمیية  االمطلوبة للحصولل على بطاقة ووززااررةة االدااخلیية
یيعتبر أأكبر عائق حتى في حالل كانواا مؤھھھهلیين للحصولل علیيھها. ووبالإضافة إإلى ذذلك٬، فإنن  متطلباتت تصریيح االعمل 

االصعوباتت االتي یيوااجھهھها االلاجئونن االمقیيمونن في االمخیيماتت في االحصولل على تصارریيح االإجاززااتت قد تحد من 

بالنسبة لأصحابب االعمل٬، مما یيقلل بالتالي من إإمكانیية  معرفتھهم بفرصص االعمل االمحلیية ووقد تقلل من جاذذبیيتھهم
إإددررااجھهم في سوقق االعمل االمحلیية.

أأشاررتت نقاشاتنا مع  عددمم ووجوودد معلووماتت ووااضحة وومحددددةة حوولل االقوواانیينن وواالإجررااءااتت االمتعلقة بالتووظظیيفف. •
لمركزةة إإلى عدمم ووجودد االخبرااء وو مقابلاتنا االتي أأجریيناھھھها مع االلاجئیين االسورریيیين من خلالل االمجموعاتت االنقاشیية اا

معلوماتت ووااضحة وومحدددةة حولل االلواائح وواالقواانیين وواالإجرااءااتت االمتعلقة بالتوظظیيف٬، خاصة فیيما یيتعلق باللاجئیين 
االسورریيیين٬، ووتعد ھھھهذهه االعقبة إإحدىى االعقباتت االرئیيسیية االتي یيوااجھهھها االلاجئونن االسورریيونن في االوصولل إإلى فرصص 

) قوااعد 2) قواانیين تصارریيح االعمل وو (1في االمعلوماتت االمتعلقة في ( االعمل االرسمیية. لا تزاالل ھھھهناكك ثغرااتت أأساسیية

االضمانن االاجتماعي.

أأفادد أأصحابب االعمل االأررددنیيونن أأنھه غالبا ما یيكونن من  االحصصص االمخصصة لتووظظیيفف االأررددنیيیينن وواالمھهنن االمغلقة.●

االصعب تلبیية االحصص االمخصصة لتوظظیيف االأررددنیيیين وولا سیيما في قطاعع صناعة االألبسة بسبب مجموعة من 
االعواامل. ذذلك یيؤثر بدووررهه على إإمكانیية توظظیيف االسورریيیين ووحصولھهم على تصارریيح االعمل االلاززمة لأنن أأصحابب 
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حصة االمطلوبة للموظظفیين االأررددنیيیين غیير قاددرریين على توظظیيف عمالل سورریيیين. بالإضافة االعمل االذیين لا یيستوفونن اال

ً أأمامم مشارركة االلاجئیين االسورریيیين في سوقق االعمل االرسمي حیيث أأنن  إإلى ذذلك٬، تشكل ططبیيعة االمھهن االمغلقة عائقا
االوظظائف االتي تتناسب مع مھهاررااتھهم ووخبرااتھهم تقع ضمن نطاقق االمھهن االمغلقة.

كشفت االنتائج االتي توصلنا إإلیيھها عن ووجودد  االمتوواافررةة عنن االعررضض وواالططلبب في سووقق االعملل. قلة االمعلووماتت●

) عدمم توفر معلوماتت ددقیيقة لدىى أأصحابب االعمل حولل مھهاررااتت االعمل 1مشكلة في ااتجاھھھهیين ضمن سوقق االعمل: 

یيماتت ووخاررجھها إإلى االسورریيیين االمقیيمیين ددااخل االمخ ) اافتقارر االلاجئیين2لدىى االلاجئیين االسورریيیين وومناططق توااجدھھھهم وو 

االمعلوماتت االكافیية عن فرصص االعمل .

٬، تؤثر االعواائق االتالیية على خیياررااتت سبلل عیيشش مستدداامةعندما یيسعى االلاجئونن االسورریيونن إإلى االحصولل على .2
بحثھهم عن عمل في صناعة االتصدیير:

مجموعاتت أأظظھهرتت نتائج . االررسمياانخفاضض االأجوورر في صناعة االتصددیيرر ووااررتفاعع االأجوورر في االقططاعع غیيرر ●

االنقاشش االمركزةة أأنن االحد االأددنى للأجورر في قطاعع صناعة االألبسة أأقل من توقعاتت االلاجئیين االسورریيیين حیيث أأنھه لا 
ددوولارر  282ددیينارر أأررددني ( 200یيكفي لتغطیية نفقاتت االمعیيشة مثل االإیيجارر وواالغذااء٬، وواالتي تصل إإلى أأكثر من 

االرسمیية وواالتي ترتبط عاددةةً بأجورر أأعلى تدفع االلاجئیين  أأمریيكي) شھهریياً. كذلك تبیين االنتائج أأنن فرصص االعمل غیير
االسورریيیين إإلى عدمم االبحث عن عمل في صناعة االتصدیير.

من خلالل االمقابلاتت االتي أأجریيت مع أأصحابب االعلاقة في جمیيع  مسافة االتنقلل االططوویيلة وواالتكلفة  االمررتبططة بھها.●
طویيلة كعقبة ررئیيسیية أأمامم االلاجئیين االسورریيیين للعمل أأنحاء االأررددنن٬، تظھهر ووسائل االنقل٬، ووتحدیيداا مسافاتت االتنقل اال

في االمصانع  ضمن االمناططق االتنمویية. إإنن مسألة مسافة االتنقل االطویيلة ھھھهي عائق ررئیيسي أأمامم االنساء االلاتي یيقمن 
بتقدیيم االرعایية لأسرھھھهن٬، وولا یيمكنھهن تحمل تكالیيف االابتعادد عن مناززلھهن ووأأسرھھھهن لفترةة ططویيلة من االوقت.

على االرغم من أأنن  االمسبقة حوولل ظظررووفف االعملل في االمصانع ووااعتباررھھھها ددوونن االمستووىى االأمثلل.االتصووررااتت ●
االلاجئیين یيوااجھهونن في االكثیير من االأحیيانن عدددااً من االعقباتت في االوصولل إإلى سوقق االعمل االرسمي٬، إإلا أأنن االتصورر 

صحابب االعمل للاحتفاظظ االمسبق عن ظظرووفف االعمل في االمصانع ووااعتباررھھھها ددوونن االمستوىى االأمثل تشكل عائقاً لأ

باللاجئیين وو أأیيضًا عائق االلاجئیين من أأجل إإیيجادد عمل مستداامم.

. من خلالل مجموعاتت االنقاشش یيبدوو أأنن ھھھهناكك ااعتقادداا ووااسعا بأنن ھھھهنالك ووظظائف االموااقف االمجتمعیية تجاهه عمل االمرأأةة●

للمضایيقاتت في االمصانع محدددةة  أأكثر ملاءمة للمرأأةة حیيث أأعربت االلاجئاتت االسورریياتت عن خشیيتھهن من تعرضھهن 

وواالافتقارر إإلى مساحة عمل مخصصة للنساء فقط. كانت ھھھهناكك تصوررااتت عن االمصانع بأنھها "سجونن" ووأأنھه من 
 ً أأنن تعمل االمرأأةة مع االرجل. ووفي حیين أأعربت معظم االلاجئاتت االسورریياتت االلوااتي تمت  غیير االمقبولل ااجتماعیيا

للوظظائف  كبیيرااً  االعمل في االمصانع٬، إإلا أأنھهن أأظظھهرنن تفضیيلاً مقابلتھهن خلالل االإعداادد لھهذاا االتقریير عن ررغبتھهن في 

االتي تسمح لھهن بالعمل من مناززلھهن أأوو في أأماكن قریيبة منھها.

تسلط ررؤؤىى االلاجئیين ووخبرااء االمنظماتت غیير االحكومیية  االمخاووفف االمتعلقة بإضفاء االططابع االررسمي على االعملل.●

جئیين االسورریيیين على تصارریيح عمل ووھھھهو خوفھهم من فقداانن االضوء على أأنن أأحد االأسبابب االرئیيسیية لعدمم حصولل االلا

على االرغم من أأنن االمعلوماتت االرسمیية تفیيد بأنن  .االمساعدااتت االنقدیية االتي تقدمھها االمفوضیية االعامة لشؤوونن االلاجئیين
 ً لجعل االلاجئ غیير مؤھھھهل للحصولل على االمساعدااتت االنقدیية٬، لكنھها  االحصولل على تصریيح عمل لیيس شرططاً كافیيا

عقبة محتملة. فالعائق االذيي یيوااجھهھه االلاجئونن ھھھهو االخوفف من أأنن ھھھهذهه االنتیيجة قد تكونن محتملة. ھھھهذاا االخوفف ذذكر 
باستمراارر من قبل االلاجئیين وواالمنظماتت غیير االحكومیية على حد سوااء أأثناء إإجراائنا للبحث.

بالنسبة للنساء االلاجئاتت االسورریياتت االلوااتي یيفضلن  جاذذبیية في االقططاعع غیيرر االررسمي. ووجوودد فررصص عملل أأكثرر●

أأفضل للحصولل  االعمل من مناززلھهن أأوو في أأماكن قریيبة منھها فإنھه یينظرنن إإلى االقطاعع غیير االرسمي باعتباررهه بدیيلاً 

ة ووھھھهیيكلیية االحصولل . وویيعزىى عزووفف االلاجئیين االسورریيیين عن االتقدیيم علی تصارریيح االعمل إإلى آآلیيعلى ددخل أأعلى

علیيھها. حیيث أأنن تصریيح االعمل صالح فقط لمدةة عامم ووااحد قابل للتجدیيد وویيرتبط بصاحب عمل محددد ووفي ووظظیيفة 
محددد. ووبالتالي یيحد من قدررةة االلاجئیين على تغیيیير ووظظائفھهم أأوو االعمل لدىى أأصحابب عمل آآخریين. 



Examining Barriers to Workforce Inclusion of Syrian Refugees in Jordan 

  

 11 

االاجتماعي وواالمخاووفف االمتعلقة بزیياددةة عملیياتت تكالیيف االضمانن أأصحابب االعملل االمتعلقة بالتووظظیيفف.  خیياررااتت●

االتفتیيش في مكانن االعمل ھھھهما عاملانن یيمنعانن أأرربابب االعمل من توظظیيف االلاجئیين االسورریيیين. ووفي قطاعع صناعة 
وولذلك قد یيحتاجج  % من االقوىى االعاملة ووھھھهم من ذذوويي االمھهاررااتت االعالیية  75االملابس٬، یيشكل االعمالل االمھهاجروونن 

ئونن إإلى تدرریيب ووإإشراافف إإضافیيیين٬، االأمر االذيي یيؤدديي إإلى ززیياددةة االتكالیيف بمستویياتت أأقل االعمالل االسورریيونن االلاج
من االكفاءةة.

وویيختتم االبحث بتوصیياتت للحد من االعواائق االتي یيوااجھهھها االلاجئونن االسورریيونن عند االحصولل على تصارریيح االعمل ووسبل 
:خمس نقاطط االعیيش االمستداامم في االأررددنن ووتشمل ھھھهذهه االتوصیياتت

االعملیياتت ووخفضض تكالیيفف االعمالة.تحسیينن .1

االصعوبة في االحصولل  ھھھهي عرضض لھها االلاجئونن أأثناء االحصولل على تصارریيح االعملیيتمن أأحد أأكبر االعقباتت االتي 
على االوثائق االلاززمة ووعلى االأخص بطاقة ووززااررةة االدااخلیية. إإنن نقص االوثائق لدىى االعدیيد من االلاجئیين یيشكل عقبة 
ھھھهامة في االحصولل على بطاقة ووززااررةة االدااخلیية في االمقامم االأوولل. لذلك فإنن االخطوةة االأوولى في تسھهیيل عملیية 

. ووبالإضافة إإلى ذذلك٬، حصوولل على بططاقة ووززااررةة االددااخلیيةتبسیيطط عملیية االاالحصولل على تصارریيح االعمل ھھھهي 

لتحفیيز االلاجئیين  بتسھهیيلل عملیية االحصوولل على تصارریيح االإجاززااتت ووإإططالة صلاحیية تصارریيح االإجاززااتتنوصي 

االسورریيیين على االبحث عن عمل. ووتمثل تكالیيف االضمانن االاجتماعي عائقا ررئیيسیيا آآخر یيمكن االقضاء علیيھه عن 
صارریيح االعملل وومساھھھهماتت االضمانن االاجتماعي منن خلالل ااقرراارر ضرریيبة على إإیيررااددااتت ططرریيقق ااستبدداالل تكالیيفف ت
٬، وومعاددلة مستوىى االضریيبة للوصولل إإلى نفس مستوىى االإیيرااددااتت االمالیية االتي تم االحصولل االشرركاتت أأوو أأررباحھها

علیيھها قبل ذذلك.

.االعمللبیينن معلووماتت سووقق االعملل ووتررااخیيصص  االاختلافف وواالتبایينناالحدد منن .2

غالبا ما یيفتقر االلاجئونن االسورریيونن في االأررددنن إإلى معلوماتت كاملة وومحدددةة حولل أأنظمة سوقق االعمل بما في ذذلك 
إإیيجادد معلوماتت عن آآلیية ووتكالیيف االحصولل على تصریيح عمل٬، ووكذلك تكلفة االضمانن االاجتماعي. وولذلك٬، فإنن 

االلاجئیين ووأأرربابب االعمل على شكل صفحة ذذااتت االصلة لكل من  نظظامم االنافذذةة االووااحددةة لتووفیيرر االمعلووماتت وواالخددماتت
مركزیية للحكومة على شبكة االإنترنت سیيساعد في معالجة االتبایين في االمعلوماتت االتي غالبا ما تعوقق االلاجئیين 
االسورریيیين من االتقدمم للحصولل على تصارریيح االعمل. ووعلاووةة على ذذلك٬، فإنن االلاجئیين االسورریيیين لا یيدرركونن تماما 

بب االعمل یيفتقروونن إإلى معلوماتت عن االتوززعع االجغراافي وواالمھهاررااتت االتي تتمتع بھها فرصص االعمل االمتاحة٬، ووأأرربا
سوااء كانت علنیية أأوو إإنشاء خددمة ووساططة في سووقق االعملل٬، االقوىى االعاملة االسورریية. قد یيتمثل االحل لذلك في 

ووخاصة  خاصة٬، لربط االلاجئیين ووأأرربابب االعمل. وومن االطرقق االتكمیيلیية للمساعدةة في االبحث عن عمل للاجئیين 

بعقدد جلساتت (معررضض أأنن یيأتي أأصحابب االعمل إإلى االمخیيماتت للقیيامم  للاجئیين االذیين یيعیيشونن في االمخیيماتت 
.تووظظیيفف) مع االلاجئیينن في االمخیيماتت بھهددفف إإعلامھهمم بالفررصص االمتاحة

ززیياددةة مشارركة غیيرر االأررددنیيیينن في االقططاعاتت االمقیيددةة..3
االمزیيد من االلاجئیين االسورریيیين من االمشارركة في سوقق االعمل إإنن فتح قطاعاتت إإضافیية أأمامم االعمالة االسورریية سیيمكن 

االأررددني. إإننا ندرركك بأنن فتح أأوو توسیيع مشارركة االعمالة غیير االأررددنیية في ھھھهذهه االقطاعاتت مسألة حساسة سیياسیيا 
. وومع ذذلك٬، 2016٪ في االربع االثاني من عامم 14.7بسبب ااررتفاعع معدلل االبطالة بیين االأررددنیيیين٬، حیيث بلغت حواالي 

انت االقطاعاتت ذذااتت االصلة االمباشرةة أأوو غیير االمباشر بقطاعع االتصدیير تعاني من نقص في االعمالة االأررددنیية فإنن إإذذاا ك
فتح ھھھهذهه االقطاعاتت سیيخلق االمزیيد من االفرصص للسورریيیين ددوونن أأنن یيشكل ذذلك تھهدیيد للعمالة االأررددنیية.

.ززیياددةة االإنتاجیية وواالقددررةة االتنافسیية لصناعة االتصددیيرر.4

یيجادد حیيزز مالي لززیياددةة االأجوورر بدیيل لزیياددةة االحد االأددنى للأجورر تشجع أأرربابب االعمل على إإأأسلوبب وونوصي باتباعع 
وومن شأنن ذذلك أأنن یيؤدديي إإلى تلبیية تطلعاتت االسورریيیين االصافیية عنن ططرریيقق تخفیيضض االنفقاتت وواالتكالیيفف االأخررىى. 

مل في االقطاعع غیير ددوولارراا في االشھهر)٬، وومن شأنھه أأنن یيقلل من تفضیيلھهم للع 423ددیينارر أأوو  300لمستوىى االأجورر (
قطاعع  صناعة في لا سیيما وو االتصدیير قطاععاالرسمي. وولتشجیيع ززیياددةة مشارركة االنساء االسورریياتت االلاجئاتت في 

االتكالیيف وواالحوااجز بإنشاء مصانع فررعیية في االمناططقق االحضرریية وواالمخیيماتت لتخفیيفف االملابس. كما نوصي 

نمویية. ووبالإضافة إإلى االاستثمارر في االمصانع االفرعیية٬، االنفسیية االمرتبطة بالتنقل لمسافاتت ططویيلة إإلى االمناططق االت
٬، وولا سیيما صیيانة ووتوسیيع االطرقق االأكثر ااستخدااما وواالتي تربط االاستثمارر في االبنیية االتحتیية االلووجستیيةفإنن 

محافظاتت االمفرقق ووإإرربد وواالزررقاء أأمر ضروورريي. إإنن االاستثمارر في االمشارریيع االعامة لھه فواائد ااقتصاددیية بعیيدةة 
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االمشارریيع یيمكن أأنن تخدمم أأھھھهداافف أأخرىى كتوفیير عمالة على نطاقق ووااسع وولیيس فقط لتحسیين االتنقل. االمدىى؛ ھھھهذهه

.تحسیينن ظظررووفف االعملل٬، وولا سیيما بالنسبة للمررأأةة.5

من خلالل االأخذ بعیين االاعتبارر  خططووااتت لتھهیيئة بیيئة تمكنن االمررأأةة منن االعمللیينبغي لأصحابب االعمل أأنن یيتخذوواا 

مخاووفف االمرأأةة في مكانن االعمل. كخطوةة أأوولى في ھھھهذاا االطریيق فإنھه من االجیيد بالنسبة لأصحابب االعلاقة مثل االجھهاتت 
االفاعلة االإنسانیية وواالإنمائیية االعمل على تحدیيد ھھھهذهه االمخاووفف أأوو االمشاغل وومشارركة ھھھهكذاا نوعع من االمعلوماتت مع 

فھهمھهم لھهذهه االمشاغل وواالعمل على تحدیيد نوعع االتداابیير االتي من شأنھها أأنن تحفز أأصحابب االعمل من أأجل تحسیين 
 االمرأأةة على االبحث عن فرصص عمل في االمصانع. ووسیيساعد ذذلك أأیيضا على االتخفیيف من بعض االدلالاتت االسلبیية 

لتمیيیيز من عمل االمرأأةة خاررجج االمنزلل. وولمعالجة االتصورر االمسبق ووظظرووفف االعمل ووتحدیيداا االتحرشش وواا –أأوو االعارر 

في االعمل٬، یيجب على أأصحابب االعمل تنفیيذ ووررصد آآلیياتت االشكاووىى االتشغیيلیية للاجئیين االسورریيیين في مكانن االعمل 
تعززیيزز االجھهوودد االرراامیية إإلى تحسیينن ظظررووفف االعملل.لضمانن االمساءلة وو
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The war in Syria has, since its onset in 2011, resulted in large numbers of refugees 
fleeing to neighboring countries, amounting to what the then UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees, António Guterres, in summer 2014 described as "the biggest 
humanitarian emergency of our era.”1 In Jordan, which shares a 375 kilometer long 
border with Syria, more than 650,000 Syrian refugees are currently registered with 
the UNHCR.2 In addition, the country hosts another 72,000 refugees mainly from 
Iraq, Yemen and Sudan. With 87 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants, or 8.7% of the 
population, Jordan is the second-largest host of refugees per inhabitants in the world 
and the sixth largest refugee-hosting country in the world in absolute numbers.3  
 
The refugee influx due to the war in Syria has posed significant challenges to the 
local communities and economies that host refugees in Jordan.4 Today, most Syrian 
refugees registered with UNHCR (78.6%5) live outside of camps in the northern 
governorates where competition for resources and services with the host community 
is most intense. Partly because of the refugee influx, partly because of an economy 
that is slowing down for a variety of reasons,6 unemployment in Jordan rose from 
11.4% in the first quarter of 2014 (when it was at its lowest point since 2007) to 
15.6% in the first quarter of 2017.7 The international community has recognised the 
strains that Jordan’s economy and infrastructure is put under and has directed funds 
and resources to alleviate some of that pressure. However, matching resources with 
needs is increasingly difficult. In 2016, UNHCR requested US$ 319 million, most of 
which was budgeted to cover its Syrian refugee response operations, but only 
received about US$ 185 million - leaving 42% of the funding need unmet.8  
 
In the face of this challenge, there has been a growing recognition of the need for a 
combined approach that seeks to meet the needs of refugees, while at the same 
time stimulating economic development in the region. Non-traditional actors are 
increasingly engaging in the humanitarian space to provide more long-term solutions 
and to strengthen the development approach to situations of forced displacement. 
These actors include multilateral banks, the private sector and civil society. The 
World Bank, for instance, has recognised that forced displacement is emerging as an 
important development challenge9 not only because extreme poverty is increasingly 
concentrated among refugees (93% of Syrians residing outside of camps live under 
the Jordanian poverty line),10 but also because the effects on the local economies 
and physical infrastructure of host communities create new development dynamics 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Edwards,	  2014.	  
2	  UNHCR,	  2017a.	  
3	  UNHCR,	  2017b.	  
4	  Government	  of	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
5	  As	  of	  31	  March	  2017,	  UNHCR,	  2017a.	  
6	  For	  an	  analysis	  of	  Jordan’s	  economic	  growth,	  see	  World	  Bank,	  2017,	  International	  Monetary	  Fund,	  2016	  

and	  International	  Monetary	  Fund,	  2017.	  
7	  Trading	  Economics,	  2017.	  
8	  UNHCR,	  2017b.	  
9	  World	  Bank,	  2016.	  
10	  UNHCR,	  2017a.	  	  
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that affect entire countries.11 In these dynamics lie both risks and opportunities.  
 
The idea that migration can contribute to development – if managed wisely in 
collaboration with all stakeholders and in a spirit of true responsibility-sharing – is 
echoed in numerous global normative frameworks that have been adopted within the 
past few years. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognises “the 
positive contribution of migrants for inclusive growth and sustainable development”,12 
while the Agenda for Humanity calls for all stakeholders to, in the pursuit of “leaving 
no one behind”,13 integrate refugees into communities by providing employment 
opportunities.14 The New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, adopted by 
states at the UN General Assembly in September 2016, boldly states that ”migrants 
can make positive and profound contributions to economic and social development 
in their host societies and to global wealth creation”, thus bringing “enormous 
development potential.”15  
 
In order to tap this potential, host states and the donor community alike are 
increasingly coming together to enact proactive trade and employment policies in 
order to create the right incentives for productive investments. While the international 
community has committed to help strengthen the resilience of host countries and 
communities through employment creation and income generation schemes, 16 
several states, including Jordan, have taken progressive steps to opening their 
labour markets to refugees. Indeed, the livelihoods component of the Jordan 
Response Plan 2017-2019 (JRP), a comprehensive national plan combining refugee 
and development responses, articulates the aim to “ensure dignified, sustainable 
livelihoods and create economic opportunities for both Jordanians and Syrian 
refugees”.17  
 
The importance of using national policies and action plans to foster opportunities for 
the self-reliance of refugees through formal and decent work is echoed in several 
international instruments. Moreover, much research has showed that affording 
refugees the right to work enhances their resilience and reduces their vulnerability. 
Meanwhile, the benefits that come with making good use of refugees’ variety of skills 
and resources are often diffused into local economies, thus contributing to national 
development.18  
 
During the drafting of the 1951 Convention it was noted that “without the right to 
work, all other rights are meaningless.”19 Thus, at the 2016 World Humanitarian 
Summit, several Member States made the commitment to increase access for 
refugees to labour markets and social services, strengthening coping capacity and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  United	  Nations,	  2016b.	  
12	  United	  Nations,	  2015.	  
13	  Ibid.	  
14	  United	  Nations,	  2016b.	  
15	  United	  Nations,	  2016a.	  
16	  United	  Nations,	  2016b.	  
17	  Ministry	  of	  Planning	  and	  International	  Cooperation	  -‐	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
18	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2016a.	  Zetter	  &	  Ruaudel,	  2016.	  Alexander,	  Bloom,	  Kaplan,	  &	  Omata,	  

2016.	  
19	  UN	  Economic	  and	  Social	  Council,	  1950.	  
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self-reliance.20 This is also a key pillar of the Comprehensive Refugee Response 
Framework (CRRF) that was adopted with the New York Declaration for Refugees 
and Migrants. The CRRF is envisioned as a central part of the future Global 
Compact on Refugees, and it highlights the need to establish an enabling framework 
for refugees, which will work towards achieving refugees’ self-reliance. To this end, 
Member States are “pledging to expand the legal, social and economic opportunities 
for refugees to access education, health care and services, livelihoods and labour 
markets [….] consider ways of enabling refugees […] to use their skills and 
capacities, in recognition of the fact that empowered refugees are better able to 
contribute to their own and their communities’ protection.” 21  Recognizing the 
particular relevance of formal livelihood strategies, the International Labour 
Organization established Guiding Principles on the access of refugees and other 
forcibly displaced persons to the labour market.22 
 
In order to turn the Syrian refugee crisis into a development opportunity, international 
and Jordanian actors recognise the importance of attracting new investment to 
Jordan. Thus, during the Supporting Syria and the Region Conference in London in 
February 2016, the Jordan Compact was established. The Compact was a direct 
response to Jordan’s request23 to the EU to relax some of the rules of the EU 
Association Agreement and the Euro-Mediterranean Agreement, and it enabled 
Jordan to export industrial items duty-free to the EU market for a period of ten 
years.24 The intention of the Compact is to stimulate additional investment, economic 
activity and employment creation - especially for Syrian refugees - in specific 
Development Zones25 in Jordan (See Map 1). 
 
This report analyses the effect of the new environment created by the Jordan 
Compact vis-a-vis the modified EU trade regulations on the employment of Syrian 
refugees in Jordan in order to identify the main barriers keeping Syrians - who need 
sustainable work and income - from working in Jordanian businesses - who need 
Syrian employees to comply with the new EU rules of origin.  

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  Outcome	  of	  the	  World	  Humanitarian	  Summit,	  2016.	  
21	  Para	  16	  of	  the	  CRRF	  that	  was	  adopted	  as	  Annex	  I	  of	  the	  New	  York	  Declaration.	  
22	  ILO,	  2016.	  
23	  European	  Commission,	  2016b.	  
24	  European	  Commission,	  2016a	  and	  European	  Commission,	  2016b.	  
25	  Friedrich-‐Ebert-‐Stiftung	  &	  Royal	  Scientific	  Society,	  2013.	  
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MAP 1: Locations of refugee camps and development zones in Jordan.	  
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The Jordan Compact - a panacea for job creation in Jordan? 
 
The Jordan Compact includes three main pillars, one of which is to turn “the Syrian 
refugee crisis into a development opportunity that attracts new investments.”26 This 
will be achieved by opening up the EU market using simplified rules of origin. Rules 
of origin stipulate a threshold of 40% for non-originating materials for certain 
products, and single transformations for garment products. Simplifying the rules of 
origin increases the threshold from 40% to 70% and from single to double 
transformation for garment products.27,28,29 In order for companies to benefit from 
these relaxed rules of origin, their total workforce must be made up of at least 15% 
Syrian refugees in the first and second year of the Compact and at least 25% in the 
third year (by 2019). The Jordanian government has, for its part, introduced 
extensive labour market reforms, including making work permits available to Syrian 
refugees. Indeed, it has pledged to provide 200,000 new work permits for Syrian 
refugees by 2026.30 It is estimated that the designated Development Zones could 
provide hundreds of thousands of jobs for Jordanians and Syrian refugees over the 
coming years.31  
 
However, though the Jordan Compact envisions a substantial increase of Syrian 
refugees employed in Jordan’s formal sector, Jordanian businesses have not yet 
been able to attract Syrian workers in significant numbers.32 And the government’s 
pledge to provide 200,000 work permits to refugees in specified sectors will not be 
met without increasing Syrian women’s participation in the Jordanian labour market. 
However, very few of the work permits have been issued Syrian refugee women 
(only 2%, or 558, in December 2016)33 - this indicates that there are unforeseen 
gender-differential impacts arising from the Jordan Compact. Together, these 
observations suggest that there are remaining barriers for Syrian refugees, male and 
female, to enter the formal labour market in Jordan, and thus for the Jordan Compact 
to reach its full potential.  

Jordan’s export industry as a source of employment for Syrian 
refugees 
 
Jordan’s export industry is the core element of the Jordan Compact, and the 
Jordanian government wishes to use the new environment created by the Compact 
to attract investment, generate employment, and stimulate economic growth. Jordan 
has limited natural resources and is known for its service economy;34 however, the 
country did enjoy industrial development in the late 1990s, mostly led by growth in 
the garment sector. In 2015, the country exported US$ 7.8 billion worth of goods and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26	  Organisation	  for	  Economic	  Co-‐operation	  and	  Development,	  2016.	  
27	  European	  Commission,	  2016c.	  
28	  European	  Commission,	  2016b.	  
29	  European	  Commission,	  2016d.	  
30	  European	  Parliament,	  2017.	  
31	  European	  Commission,	  2016d.	  
32	  World	  Bank,	  2016.	  
33	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2016c.	  
34	  Friedrich-‐Ebert-‐Stiftung	  &	  Royal	  Scientific	  Society,	  2013.	  
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services, which represented 37.5% of that year’s GDP.35  The United States is 
Jordan’s major export destination, followed by Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and India in 
2015.36 In 2016, Jordan’s industry accounted for 29.6% of total GDP (meanwhile, 
services accounted for 66.2%, and agriculture 4.2%). 37  The garment sector is 
Jordan’s largest export industry, followed by sectors related to chemical products.38  
 
Jordan’s geographical location, situated at the nexus of several major trade routes 
and relatively closely to Europe, gives the country’s export industry some degree of 
competitiveness.39 The Jordan Compact and its relaxed rules of origin for exports to 
the EU added another layer to an already wide set of incentives including duty-free 
trade under the EU Association Agreement (signed in 1997 and entered into force in 
2002).40 However, exports from Jordan to the EU have been minimal and did not 
increase significantly immediately after the Agreement came into effect in 2002.41 

Rather, exports have grown slowly from US$ 60 million to US$ 350 million between 
2002 and 2015.42 Exports to the EU amounted to 4.1% of total exports in 2014,43 and 
6.1% of total exports in 2015.44 The share of Jordanian export goods as part of EU 
imports has been tiny and amounted to only 0.02% of total EU imports during 2012-
2015, on average.45 Out of the total exports from Jordan to the EU in 2016, 88.1% 
consisted of industrial goods and 11.9% of agricultural goods.46  The top three 
Jordanian export products to the Union in 2016 were chemical products (30.1%), 
machinery and appliances (19.9%) and garments (11.6%).47  
 
This can be compared to Jordan’s exports to the United States, which in 2015 
amounted to US$ 1.44 billion.48 The core portion of the exports to the US consists of 
garment products, amounting to US$ 1.25 billion in 2015.49 This was the outcome of 
the Qualified Industrial Zone (QIZ) initiative established in 1996 by the US (the First 
QIZ opened in Jordan in 1997 under the initiative),50 and the US - Jordan Free Trade 
Agreement (signed in 2000 and entered into force in 2001).51 While the rules of 
origin under the Free Trade Agreement with the EU requires around 60% of the 
manufactured goods to be locally (in Jordan) value-added,52  the corresponding 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35	  World	  Bank,	  2015.	  
36	  Ibid.	  
37	  Central	  Intelligence	  Agency,	  2017.	  
38	  World	  Integrated	  Trade	  Solution,	  2015.	  
39	  Interview	  with	  Ministry	  of	  Industry,	  Trade,	  and	  Supply	  in	  Jordan,	  March	  19,	  2017.	  Interview	  with	  

Mercy	  Corps,	  March	  23,	  2017.	  
40	  European	  Commission,	  2016c.	  
41	  Al	  Jidara,	  2016.	  
42	  Oxford	  Business	  Group,	  2016.	  
43	  European	  Commission,	  2016d.	  
44	  Observatory	  of	  Economic	  Complexity,	  2015.	  
45	  European	  Commission,	  2016d.	  
46	  European	  Commission,	  2017a.	  
47	  Ibid.	  
48	  World	  Integrated	  Trade	  Solution,	  2015.	  
49	  Ibid.	  
50	  U.S.	  Office	  of	  Textiles	  and	  Apparel,	  2017.	  
51	  Office	  of	  the	  U.S.	  Trade	  Representative,	  2001.	  
52	  European	  Commission,	  2016b.	  
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percentage in the US Agreement is only 35%.53 The more stringent rules of origin in 
the earlier EU agreement were an impediment to EU-Jordanian trade,54 as Jordan’s 
lack of raw materials and natural resources requires the export industry to import 
processed materials from other countries.55 Against this backdrop, the relaxation of 
the rules of origin introduced by the Jordan Compact is important to these industries, 
as it raised the allowed value of foreign material to up to 70% for certain products 
manufactured in the 18 Development Zones.56 
 
According to the Jordan Chamber of Industry, there were 1,561 companies in the 18 
Development Zones in 2016. 936 of these companies are eligible to benefit from the 
simplified rules of origin introduced by the Compact.57 Among these firms, most are 
manufacturing engineering-related products, packaging and office equipment, plastic 
and chemicals, and garment products.58 Firms that perceive the simplified rules of 
origin as beneficial to their business will be incentivised to hire more Syrian refugees 
in order to qualify for the simplified rules of origin. As a result of the potential 
increase in exports to the EU, there may be spillover effects to other related 
businesses both inside and outside of the Development Zones. However, since 
January 2017, only nine companies had applied to export to Europe under the EU-
Jordan agreement and to benefit from the simplified rules of origin,59 despite efforts 
by both Jordanian and EU officials to bring together Jordanian businesses and EU 
buyers and investors.60 
 
It has become clear that few companies currently qualify for the simplified rules of 
origin framework as less than 15% of their workforce is comprised of Syrian refugees 
(only six out of the nine that applied actually qualified61 and not all of them are in the 
garment sector62), even among firms inside the Development Zones. There are a 
number of reasons for the new trade policies’ lack of effect on the ground. First, only 
one year has passed since the introduction of the new policies, and the market has 
not had enough time to react to any significant degree. This is particularly important 
when assessing the country’s ongoing investment challenges as it finds itself in 
precarious economic neighbourhood as a result of the conflict in Syria and across 
the region. Moreover, the demand from the EU for these firms’ products has not 
picked up for a variety of reasons and there are a number of barriers of varied 
character, including legal and administrative, that stand in the way of the effective 
application of the simplified rules of origin. 
 
Another explanation for why the export industry in Jordan may not yet have become 
the source of employment for Syrian refugees envisioned by the Jordan Compact 
might be found in the background and experiences of the refugees themselves. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53	  Office	  of	  the	  U.S.	  Trade	  Representative,	  2001.	  
54	  Jordan	  Strategy	  Forum,	  2016	  and	  Oxford	  Business	  Group,	  2016.	  
55	  Jordan	  Strategy	  Forum,	  2016.	  
56	  European	  Commission,	  2016d.	  	  
57	  Jordan	  Chamber	  of	  Industry,	  2016.	  
58	  Ibid.	  
59	  Malkawi,	  2017.	  
60	  European	  Commission,	  2017b.	  
61	  Malkawi,	  2017.	  
62	  Interview	  with	  Ministry	  of	  Industry,	  Trade,	  and	  Supply	  in	  Jordan,	  March	  19,	  2017.	  
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Although Syrian refugees in Jordan have arrived from locations throughout Syria, a 
substantial number of them arrived from areas close to the Syrian-Jordanian border, 
such as Dar’a. Indeed, a UNHCR report has stated that 41.8% of all registered 
Syrian refugees in Jordan  (276,213 refugees63) have arrived from Dar’a, making it 
the greatest source of Syrian refugees in Jordan - likely because of its proximity to 
Jordan and the involvement of the city at the early stages of the Syrian conflict. Dar’a 
is characterized as a largely agricultural area with a population of 1,126,000 in 
2010.64 The second greatest source of Syrian refugees in Jordan is the city of Homs, 
with 105,006 refugees representing 15.9% of the total Syrian refugee population in 
Jordan.65 Homs is also characterized by a longstanding agricultural sector and has 
only recently experienced an emerging industrial sector. Another significant place of 
origin of Syrian refugees in Jordan is the city of Aleppo, from which 10.2% of the 
Syrian refugee population in Jordan (67,484 individuals66) is reported to originate. 
Aleppo has a long history of being an industrial hub in Syria. Of note, however, is 
that Aleppo is the major source of Syrian refugees in Turkey, which is close to the 
Syrian-Turkish border.67 
 
According to the World Bank Group and UNHCR 2016 report on the Welfare of the 
Syrian Refugees,68 it is difficult for Syrian refugees who worked in agriculture before 
the conflict to use their skills in the Jordanian labour market, and, needless to say, 
especially in the exporting industry. The job market in Jordan is substantially different 
in structure and form to that in pre-conflict Syria, so it is not a guarantee that abilities 
and skills developed in Syria will translate to employability in Jordan. This 
demographic aspect arguably constitutes another layer of barriers for Syrian 
refugees to enter the Jordanian workforce and participate in Jordan’s exporting 
industry. 
 

Why this report? 
  
Underlying the Jordan Compact is the idea that integrating refugees into the job 
market of host communities is not only beneficial to refugees, but it is also in the 
interest of host communities; allowing refugees to work formally allows them to fully 
use their skills to become self-reliant as well as to become active contributors to the 
economy of the host country.69 Unlike traditional labour migrants, refugees tend to 
stay longer, pay rent, and contribute to the host community’s economy. 
 
By adding another layer of incentives to an already existing set of preferential trade 
arrangements, the Compact aims to turn Jordan’s export industry into a greater 
source of Syrian refugee employment. However, up until now, the number of 
companies that have actually qualified for the new rules introduced under the 
Compact, and the number of Syrian refugees who have obtained work permits in this 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63	  UNHCR,	  2017b.	  
64	  Al-‐Rebdawi,	  2014.	  
65	  UNHCR,	  2017b.	  
66	  Ibid.	  
67	  Republic	  of	  Turkey	  Prime	  Ministry	  Disaster	  and	  Emergency	  Management	  Presidency,	  2013.	  
68	  Verme	  et	  al,	  	  2016.	  
69	  World	  Bank,	  2016.	  
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industry, are lower than expected. It is against this backdrop that this report sets out 
to investigate the gaps between policy aspirations and practical implementation vis-
a-vis the Jordan Compact. More specifically, this report identifies a number of 
barriers, real and perceived, that limit the large-scale entry of Syrians into the labour 
force in the Development Zones and the exporting industry in particular. These 
barriers exist both on the labour supply and demand sides. On the supply side, the 
report highlights why Syrian refugees may be unable or unwilling to obtain work 
permits and take up employment in the Development Zones. On the demand side, it 
identifies barriers that employers face in hiring Syrian refugees, a necessary 
condition to be eligible for the simplified rules of origin.  
 
The report aims to contribute key insights on the issue at hand, by putting refugee 
perspectives at the centre of the analysis, and providing recommendations for 
meaningful strategies to increase the formal participation of Syrian refugees in the 
Jordanian labour market. The goal is not just to identify ways in which Syrian 
refugees can access formal work in Jordan, but to also ensure that they are able to 
access decent work opportunities to secure sustainable livelihoods and most 
importantly, their dignity. 
 

Structure of the report 
 
The report begins with a description of the research methodology used in this study, 
followed by a discussion of the primary and secondary sources of data, including the 
challenges and limitations of the methods used. The report goes on to discuss the 
different barriers to increased Syrian refugee enrolment in decent work in Jordan. 
Needless to say, several of the barriers are closely interrelated and build on each 
other. In order to help the reader navigate the complex web of barriers and 
incentives, the barriers have been divided into the following two categories (see 
Figure 1 overleaf): 
 
● Barriers in pursuit of work permits. This section outlines the barriers that 

limit Syrian refugees’ ability to access work permits. Refugees need 
documentation in order to access formal work and they can only work within 
certain open sectors. In order for refugees to access job opportunities, both 
refugees and employers need the right information about labour rules and 
regulations. There also needs to be coordination between labour supply and 
demand for refugees to find job opportunities and for employers to find Syrian 
workers. Finally, employers can only employ Syrians if they also comply with 
the quota that requires them to hire a certain percentage of Jordanian 
workers. 

 
● Barriers in pursuit of sustainable livelihoods. In this section, we examine 

the types of barriers that affect Syrian refugees’ preferences to seek formal 
work in the export industry, and employers’ preferences to hire Syrian 
refugees. They include the low wage levels in the export industry in general, 
and in the garment sector in particular, the existence of more appealing 
informal work opportunities, a mismatch between skills and previous 
experience of Syrian refugees and the jobs in the export industry, perceptions 
of poor working conditions, prohibitive commuting distances, employers’ 
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preferences, and societal attitudes that prevent women from taking up jobs in 
these industries. 

 
The final section of this report provides an overview of the implications of our 
findings and concludes with a set of recommendations to help different stakeholders 
address key bottlenecks, concerns and gaps related to the successful 
implementation of the Jordan Compact. 
 
 

 
 

FIGURE 1: Barriers faced by Syrian refugees in pursuit of work permits and 
sustainable livelihoods. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
We conducted primary and secondary research to understand the barriers faced by 
Syrian refugees in their pursuit of work permits and sustainable livelihoods. The 
secondary research included an extensive literature review, strategic mapping of the 
barriers, as well as institutional and gender analyses. The primary research involved 
semi-structured interviews, Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), and a limited survey. 
The following sections provide a more comprehensive overview of both the 
qualitative and quantitative components used in this research. 

Secondary research 
 

● Literature review and desk analysis  
 
An extensive literature review provided the background to the research. The review 
involved an assessment of a wide collection of publications, articles, and documents, 
ranging in topic from the specificities of the relaxed rules of origin, refugee 
economies and livelihoods, social cohesion programming for host and refugee 
communities, the export industries in Jordan and Syria, Syrian and Jordanian 
women’s labour force participation to donor-funded reports on the efficacy of 
humanitarian and development assistance targeted at Syrian refugees.  
 
The literature review informed a mapping exercise prior to our fieldwork in Jordan, as 
well as the drafting of interview and focus group discussion guides that will be 
discussed below. This involved the identification and mapping of barriers that 
emerged from our desk analysis, and resulted in their categorization into overarching 
themes. Following this, the research team examined the linkages between barriers 
and stakeholders in their pursuit of work permits and sustainable livelihoods.  
 
Based on this, an institutional analysis was developed to show how the various 
actors engage with one another and institutions, as well as how processes and funds 
flow within the environment (see Figure 2). The mapping of processes, stakeholders 
and institutions at the international, national and local level illustrate the breadth of 
our research topic and helped us narrow our focus to the barriers faced by Syrian 
refugees in accessing work permits and employment opportunities in the companies 
within the Development Zones that are eligible for the relaxed rules of origin. Figure 
1, showing the interaction between the main relevant actors and institutions 
associated with refugee access to the labour force, was a key process and tool in 
identifying who the team should consult, about what, and in relation to which 
contexts and experiences. 
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FIGURE 2: Actors and institutions involved in facilitating refugees' access to the labour market 
in Jordan 

 

Primary research 
 
We supplemented our desk analysis with primary information from semi-structured 
interviews, FGDs, and surveys. At every stage of information gathering, we applied a 
gender lens to analyse the distribution of resources, accessibility to resources, power 
relations, the impact of culture and traditions, as well as the implications of the 
Jordan Compact on challenging or maintaining existing gender roles among 
Jordanians and Syrian refugees. The questionnaires and guides used for the 
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interviews, FGDs and surveys can be found in the annex to this report. 

● Semi-structured interviews with practitioners, experts, and refugees 
 
We conducted 41 semi-structured interviews with staff from UN agencies, 
international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), local NGOs, employers, 
unions, as well as academics. We also conducted interviews with refugees. As a 
result, four interview guides were created to conduct these interviews with 1) experts 
(which includes academics and staff of local and international organizations), 2) 
employers, 3) refugees, and 4) government officials. Some expert interviews were 
conducted by phone or Skype prior to departure, while employer, refugee, 
government, and some expert interviews were conducted in person in Jordan. 
Importantly, refugees who participated in interviews self-selected to participate and 
also had regular engagement with CARE International. Table 1 provides an overview 
of the breakdown of interviews by stakeholder. 
 

Table 1: Interviews by main stakeholder category 

Stakeholder Category No. of interviews 
International organizations 9 
INGO 5 
NGO 5 
Employers 5 
Trade and labour Unions 3 
Jordanian Governments  
(national and local levels) 

6 

Academic Experts 2 
Refugees 6 
TOTAL 41 

 

● Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with refugees 
 
Through our preliminary desk and institutional analyses we conceptualised key 
themes which were explored through a number of FGDs. These themes included 
barriers to accessing work permits and sustainable livelihoods, refugees’ 
preferences for formal or informal work, societal attitudes towards women’s 
employment and refugees’ desire for work permits. 
 
In total, five FGDs were conducted for which the team developed three specific FGD 
guides, namely, 1) Zaatari Community Gatherings with men and women, 2) 
unemployed/employed men and women in Mafraq, and 3) factory employed men 
and women in Dulayl.70 The FGDs at the Community Gatherings in Zaatari camp 
and in Mafraq were organised in collaboration with UNHCR. The factory employed 
FGD in Dulayl was organised by Better Work Jordan in collaboration with a garment 
factory that employs Syrian refugees as well as Jordanians and migrants.  
 
All of the FGDs were conducted in March 2017 and all were conducted in Arabic. 
One Arabic native speaker on the team served as the facilitator while one to two 
native speakers took notes. Due to sensitivities in the refugee context and based on 
the preferences expressed by UNHCR and BWJ, the discussions were not recorded.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70	  For	  details	  on	  the	  FGD	  guides,	  see	  Annex.	  



Examining Barriers to Workforce Inclusion of Syrian Refugees in Jordan 

  

 26 

 
The FGDs were designed to include a mix of closed-form (responses were counted 
by a ‘show-of-hands’) and open-ended questions. Open-ended questions were 
intended to generate discussion among FGD participants as well as to allow 
facilitators to probe and ask clarifying questions when necessary. The FGDs within 
Zaatari were designed to have more closed questions since we anticipated larger 
groups. On the other hand, the FGDs in Mafraq and Dulayl were designed with the 
expectation of having six to thirteen participants and thus had more open-ended 
questions. The FGDs in Mafraq and Dulayl were designed to last 2.5 hours whereas 
those in Zaatari were shortened to 20 minutes in order to better fit within the 
schedule and dynamic of their regular Community Gatherings.  
 
To supplement the qualitative analysis of FGDs and interviews, the team collected 
standardised information on key issues during the FGDs through the use of limited 
surveys. This included demographic and socio-economic information (such as age, 
employment status, type of work, as well as key questions on the preference for 
work permits).71 The survey yielded 76 survey responses from all FGDs, filled on a 
voluntary bases. Zaatari yielded a response rate of 38%, Mafraq of 100%, and 
Dulayl of 100%, with the total response rate for all refugees consulted via FGD being 
55%. These and other figures concerning response rates can be seen in Table 2 
below. The factors affecting the response rate in Zaatari are discussed in the 
limitations section to follow.  
 
Table 2: Participation and Response Rates in FGDs with Syrian Refugees in 
Jordan 
 

FGD Number of 
Participants (n) 

Number of 
Survey 
Responses 

Survey Response 
Rate (%) 

Zaatari Men ~40* 23 58 
Zaatari Women ~60* 15 25 
Mafraq Men 13 13 100 
Mafraq Women 13 13 100 
Dulayl 12 12 100 
TOTAL 138 76 55 

*Exact numbers of participants for the Zaatari FGDs were not possible because 
participants joined late and left early. Further, for the women’s FGD, the room was 
dark, overcrowded, and children were present, making it further difficult to count 
exact numbers. 
 
With regards to the sampling of participants required for the research, we designed 
the FGDs to consider gender, employment (formal, informal or unemployed), and 
dwelling (camp and urban). We were not able to sample for employment in the 
Zaatari FGDs, but managed to consult 2:3 ratio of men to women. In Zaatari, the 
average age of the male participants was 44 while the average age of the female 
participants was 41. Comparing this to the overall age distribution of the Syrian 
refugee population in Jordan, the External Statistical Report on UNHCR-registered 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71	  Due	  to	  UNHCR	  guidelines,	  the	  survey	  instrument	  had	  to	  be	  adjusted	  for	  the	  Community	  Gathering	  to	  

exclude	  questions	  about	  refugees’	  place	  of	  origin.	  	  
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Syrian refugees in Jordan published on 15 June 2017 reported 337,034 refugees 
(51.0% of the total Syrian refugee population in Jordan) in the youngest age group 0-
17 years, of whom, 51.4% are male and 48.6% are female. In the age group 18-59 
years, there are 298,704 refugees (45.2% of the total). Within this age stratum, 
48.0% are male and 52.0% are female. In the third age group, individuals 60 years 
or older, there are 24,812 individuals comprising 3.8% of the population, 41.3% of 
whom are male and 58.7% are female. Thus, the overwhelming majority of the 
Syrian refugee population in Jordan are either youth and/or of working age. 
 
We managed to capture data on the employment statuses of the refugees we 
consulted in Zaatari and those results are shown in Figure 3 below. In this case, we 
were not able to accurately assess informal versus formal employment due to the 
quality of the responses on employment (with some not responding) as well as 
because of work dynamics within the camp.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 3: Zaatari Syrian refugees employment statuses 
 
 
In Mafraq, we were successful in consulting equal numbers of men and women 
separately, 13 in each, where the average age of the male participants was 44, and 
the average age of women was 34. After the first part of each FGD, the Mafraq 
participants were split into employed and unemployed to be asked more specific 
questions about those employment experiences. Employment statuses are relatively 
balanced as demonstrated in Figure 4, which gives a breakdown of employment 
status of the refugees consulted in Mafraq.  
 

 
FIGURE 4: Mafraq Syrian refugees employment statuses 
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In Mafraq, we were able to capture information related to place of birth within Syria 
and this is shown in Table 3 below. 
 

Place of Birth Number of 
participants 

Homs 10 

Daraa 8 

Damascus 4 

As-sweida 2 

Hama 1 

Idlib 1 

 
In Dulayl, our FGD participations were factory-employed refugees consisting of 3 
men and 9 women. The lack of gender parity is representative of the fact that the 
majority of employees in garment factories in Jordan are women. After the main first 
part of the FGD with men and women together, the Mafraq participants were split by 
gender to be asked more specific questions. The average age of the men was 22, 
and that of women was 27. It is important to note that the Dulayl FGD was designed 
with the assumption that all employees would have work permits, however, none of 
the refugees in the Dulayl FGD had yet received a permit. In this FGD, we were able 
to accurately capture education levels and those results are shown in Figures 5a and 
5b below. 
 

FIGURE 5A: Dulayl Syrian Refugees Education Levels 
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FIGURE 5B: Mafraq Syrian Refugees Education Levels 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*We were not able to capture education levels for the other FGDs 
 
In all FGDs, participation was self-selected. For those who participated in the Zaatari 
FGD, it is important to note that only refugees that were otherwise unoccupied during 
the middle of the day and aware of, or value the UNHCR organised Community 
Gatherings, attended. We did not provide any meals or stipends for the Zaatari 
FGDs in order to respect the guidance and regulations of UNHCR. In Mafraq, many 
of the refugees had an established relationship with UNHCR and had some 
awareness, or direct involvement with, employment or training programmes 
conducted by NGOs or IOs. Additionally, each participant in Mafraq was given JD 5 
(US$ 7)72 each in order to cover any costs that they may have incurred in order to 
attend (such as transport, childcare, missed work etc.). They were also provided 
lunch. The refugees in Dulayl were also provided lunch, and since they were already 
at work, we did not need to cover costs of attendance. Importantly, refugees in 
Dulayl did not lose wages because of their participation in the FGD. 
 
On employment, those we consulted in camps had higher levels of unemployment 
with 74% unemployment overall. On the other hand, urban refugee participants had: 
29% unemployed, 47% formally employed, and 24% informally employed (with a 
total of 71% employed in some manner). In total, of the 74 of the participants who 
responded to the question on employment, 38% are formally employed, 13% are 
informally employed, and 50% are unemployed. These numbers are represented in 
Figure 6 and Figure 7. Importantly, for this study, formal employment is defined as 
an individual who holds a steady job with an entity, and may not necessarily have a 
work permit.  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72	  In	  2017:	  1US$=	  0.71JD,	  Central	  Bank	  Of	  Jordan:	  http://www.cbj.gov.jo/currency_table.php	  
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It is worth assessing camp dwelling and urban refugees separately, which is why we 
have provided information on age and employment status in Figure 8 for these two 
groups separately as well as for both groups combined. The average age of 
participants consulted in Zaatari was 44 years for males and 41 years for females, 
whereas the average age of urban refugee participants was 40 years for males and 
31 years for females. 

 
FIGURE 6: Camp and urban Syrian refugee employment Statuses 

(disaggregated by sex) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 7: Camp and Urban Refugee Employment Statuses 
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FIGURE 8: Data from focus group discussion with urban and camp refugees 
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Challenges and limitations 
 
All Focus Group Discussions, with the exception of those in Zaatari, involved a 
participatory approach. However, due to time constraints and despite best efforts, 
the team was only able to partially implement them. For example, the exercise that 
allowed refugees to identify and map barriers was not possible, although their 
recommendations were always solicited. As the field team consisted of only two 
native Arabic speakers, the quality and interpretation of results from FGDs remained 
a challenge as one person noted down most of the data and information, while the 
other facilitated the session. On two occasions, we were able to seek support from 
an interpreter. As for limitations concerning sampling, the study’s sample size and 
sampling strategy limit the the generalizability of the findings, as the interviewed 
refugees are not representative of all refugees in Jordan. While all efforts were taken 
to conduct FGDs with urban and camp refugees, it must be noted that the findings 
from FGDs conducted in Zaatari, Mafraq, and Dulayl are indicative, rather than 
representative, of the wider Syrian refugee population in Jordan. Therefore, the 
sampling strategies used in this research aimed to arrive at broader insights instead 
of definitive conclusions.  
 
Notable limitations with respect to the surveys, particularly the low response rates in 
Zaatari include partially completed surveys, illiteracy and low education levels among 
some refugees. In all other FGDs there were only some inconsistencies in answers 
(with at least five instances of duplication). These limitations posed a challenge to 
the data analysis because some submissions could not be included in the dataset in 
order to maintain quality, thereby decreasing our response rate. Further, it is 
acknowledged that the FGD in Dulayl might not have yielded accurate responses 
from participants about their levels of satisfaction with work since the FGD was 
conducted at their workplace and within a small group, and therefore there may have 
been an element of censorship, although assurances of confidentiality were made at 
the beginning and closing of the FGD. Due to scheduling and venue constraints, the 
Syrian women refugees in the Dulayl FGD were unable to make their 
recommendations - therefore, the omission of recommendations from Syrian refugee 
women working in the garment industry adds another limitation to this study. 
 
Our study cannot account for self-selection bias in those who chose to participate in 
the discussions and interviews, however we have done our best to identify how 
refugees came to participate to allow readers to infer how these, among other 
factors, may affect responses. The limitations were considered when interpreting the 
data and therefore the information was triangulated with other sources, such as 
expert interviews, transcripts of other FGDs, and relevant reports. Finally, in 
consultation with the various stakeholders, and as we were focusing more on the 
Syrian refugees’ side of barriers, we did not have time to meet with a large number 
of employers. Thus, our findings do not represent all export industries in Jordan. In 
the garment sector, to support our findings, we tried to double check the findings with 
the employers’ association (JGATE), the employees’ union (The General Trade 
Union of Workers in Textile, Garment & Clothing Industries), and other stakeholders. 
However, we only met two non-garment sector employers and the information from 
these stakeholders is limited. Therefore, we could not get a full picture of employer’s 
preferences and the barriers they face, which weakens the assessment of barriers 
and recommendations from the employers’ side. 
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BARRIERS TO LABOUR FORCE INCLUSION OF SYRIAN 
REFUGEES 
 
Decent work is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8, to promote sustained, inclusive, and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for 
all, was adopted in a victory for those who work on labour rights and the decent work 
agenda.73 Particularly relevant is target 8.8 to protect labour rights and promote safe 
and secure working environments for all workers, including migrant workers, 
particularly women migrants, and those in precarious employment.74  
 
While the Jordan Compact sets out an ambitious roadmap for job creation for Syrian 
refugees and Jordanians alike, there are supply-side and demand-side barriers that 
continue to affect the uptake of work permits and formal employment. Therefore, this 
section will delve deeper into the specific barriers Syrian refugees face at two 
different stages: 1) in pursuit of work permits and 2) in pursuit of sustainable 
livelihoods. 
 
We arrived at this demarcation since findings from our Focus Group Discussions 
(FGD), as well as expert interviews point to a pervasive sense of insecurity felt by 
Syrian refugees - men and women - in navigating the labour market and accessing 
formal channels in the work permit process. A study conducted by the Jordanian 
Health Aid Society in 2012 reported that fear was the most common psychological 
problem among Syrian refugees, followed by worry and grief.75  From our FGD 
surveys with urban refugees, 58% of those who did not have a work permit stated 
that they would apply for work permits because it gave them security and guaranteed 
their rights, as well as the ability to work freely. While there is no single Syrian 
refugee archetype, it must be noted that emotional, physical and financial security 
are key areas of concern to almost every Syrian refugee interviewed during the 
FGDs. It is against this backdrop that we established a bridge between work permits 
and sustainable livelihoods - the barriers at each phase overlap and interlink at 
different junctures.  
 
When refugees want to apply for work permits, they face barriers in the following 
areas: 1) difficulties in obtaining the necessary documentation to access work 
permits, 2) lack of clear and concise information about employment-related 
regulations, 3) quotas on the employment of Jordanians and closed professions, and 
4) lack of labour market information about labour demand and supply.  
 
Meanwhile, when Syrian refugees seek sustainable livelihoods, the following 
barriers affect their preference to seek employment in the export industry: 1) low 
wages in the export industry and higher wage opportunities in the informal sector, 2) 
prohibitive commuting distance and cost, 3) perceptions of sub-optimal working 
conditions in factories, 4) societal attitudes towards female employment, 5) fears 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73	  For	  more	  info	  on	  the	  decent	  work	  agenda,	  see	  http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-‐work/lang-‐-‐

en/index.htm.	  	  
74	  Sustainable	  Development	  Solutions	  Network,	  2012.	  
75	  Jordan	  Health	  Aid	  Society,	  2012.	  	  
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related to work formalization, 6) the existence of more appealing job opportunities in 
the informal sector, and 7) employers’ hiring preferences. The following sections 
provide detailed analyses of each of these barriers.  

IN PURSUIT OF WORK PERMITS 
 
Following the establishment of the Jordan Compact, Syrian refugees have started to 
prioritise obtaining a work permit.76 To this end, the Jordanian government has taken 
several steps to reach the goal of increasing the number of Syrians who hold work 
permits to 200,000.77 In April 2016 the government lifted the work permit fees levied 
on employers, and halted the relocation of refugees working irregularly to camps. 
This policy has been extended multiple times;78 the most recent extension was 
issued in April 2017 and is set to expire at the end of December 2017.79,80 The policy 
eliminates a would-be barrier to Syrians taking up work permits, as it reduces some 
of the costs that employers faced when hiring Syrian labour. As refugees often had 
to pay the work permit fee (although the employer by law is required to absorb this 
cost), this policy also increased incentives to take up work permits, as it eliminated 
some of the costs that Syrian refugees faced when obtaining work permits. However, 
during our interviews, Syrian refugees reported that they occasionally still pay work 
permit fees to employers as some employers exploit refugees’ lack of knowledge. 
This fee can range between 170 and 370 Jordanian Dinars (JD) and most refugees 
find the cost prohibitively high.81  
 

Difficulties in obtaining the necessary documentation to access 
work permits  
 
● MoI cards 

 
Refugees need a number of documents 
in order to obtain a work permit (see 
Box 1). However, they often lack 
documentation. Therefore, the 
Jordanian government took a positive 
step in allowing Syrian workers to use 
their Jordanian Ministry of Interior 
identity (MoI) cards - instead of their 
passports - to apply for work permits.82 
The Jordanian authorities require that all 
refugees register with the Ministry of Interior in order to receive a service card. This 
card is required to access subsidised public healthcare and government-run 
education services in host communities. Nearly 363,000 UNHCR-registered Syrian 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76	  Interview	  with	  Ministry	  of	  Labour	  in	  Jordan,	  March	  14,	  2017.	  
77	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2017a.	  
78	  Ibid.	  
79	  Ministry	  of	  Labour	  in	  Jordan,	  2017.	  
80	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2015a.	  
81	  Ibid.	  
82	  Danish	  Refugee	  Council,	  Oxfam,	  &	  Save	  the	  Children,	  2017.	  

“I know people who have been 

deported and people who have 

been put in Azraq. There are 

many difficulties there. It’s 

cold. It’s unliveable. Even a fly 

wouldn't live there” - FGD 
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refugees have obtained the service card. 83  However, refugees’ lack of 
documentation also makes it difficult for them to get an MoI card. In a study by the 
International Human Rights Clinic at Harvard Law School (IHRC) and the Norwegian 
Refugee Council Jordan (NRC), refugees cited the lack of documentation as the 
greatest obstacle to obtaining the MoI card even though they were eligible for 
them.84 Moreover, if refugees are reported to have left a refugee camp without the 
required exit permit, they become ineligible for the MoI card.85 This is often the case 
as significant numbers of refugees leave the camps irregularly due to informal work 
opportunities outside the camps. They avoid interacting with the authorities or going 
to the police because they fear that this irregularity constitutes a ground for 
deportation.86  
 

 

BOX 1: Required documents for work permits 87 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83	  Danish	  Refugee	  Council,	  Oxfam,	  &	  Save	  the	  Children,	  2017.	  
84	  Norwegian	  Refugee	  Council	  &	  International	  Human	  Rights	  Clinic,	  2016.	  
85	  Interview	  with	  Intersos,	  March	  20,	  2017.	  
86	  Interview	  with	  Jordan	  River	  Foundation,	  March	  20,	  2017.	  
87	  Ministry	  of	  Labour	  in	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
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● Leave permits 
 
Around 20% of refugees in Jordan are officially residing in camps.88 Those who are 
registered in camps require a special permit to leave the camp: this is widely referred 
to as the ‘leave permit.’ FGDs in the Zaatari refugee camp raised the issue of the 
difficulty to obtain leave permits. Although UNHCR officials contend that there is no 
difficulty connected with obtaining leave permits, refugee women interviewed in 
Zaatari camp stressed how hard it was to obtain, including that it requires standing in 
line for long periods of time. In response to long waiting-times, refugees rotate 
responsibility for standing in line, and reported instances of fighting over spots. 
 
 
The leave permit requirement also presents an 
obstacle for the employer, as refugees need to 
renew their approval every fourteen days by going 
back to the camp, which means they have to miss 
a day of work every two weeks.89 The difficulties in 
obtaining the necessary documentation may help 
explain why, despite the many steps taken by the 
Jordanian government to increase the number of work permits issued to Syrian 
refugees to 200,000, only 37,326 work permits had been issued as of 11 January 
2017. 90 The difficulties that refugees report in obtaining leave permits may constrain 
their awareness about local work opportunities and may reduce their attractiveness 
to employers, consequently reducing their possibility of being included in the local 
labour market.91  
 

 
 

Lack of clear and concise information about employment-related 
regulations 
 
 

 
Our FGD and expert interviews have pointed to the lack of clear and concise 
information about employment- regulations, specifically for Syrian refugees, as one 
of the main barriers Syrian refugees face in accessing formal work opportunities. 
There continues to be critical information gaps in 1) work permit and employment 
rules, and 2) social security rules. 
 
The information gaps in these areas were either: directly mentioned by employees in 
NGOs and experts in international organisations; encountered in the conflicting 
information that these same organisations and employers sometimes provided 
regarding employment-related regulations for Syrian refugees; or surfaced during 
community gatherings in Zaatari or FGDs conducted with Syrian refugees in Mafraq. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
89	  Interview	  with	  Jordan	  Chamber	  of	  Industry,	  March	  07,	  2017.	  
90	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2017a.	  
91	  World	  Bank,	  2005.	  

 “We wait from 5:00 to 
12:30 for a leave permit 
and sometimes up to 
three days.” – Syrian 
woman in Zaatari camp 
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● Work permits 

 
The FGDs with Syrian refugees community gatherings in the Zaatari refugee camp 
and the FGDs in Mafraq highlighted a lack of information about the cost of work 
permits and the process to obtain and retain them. In a community gathering with 
men in Zaatari, for example, the majority reported that they were not aware of work 
permits and how to access them.  
 
In interviews with NGOs, Syrian refugees pointed not only to a lack of awareness 
among refugees about work permits, but also highlighted the fact that the information 
gap affects government bureaucracy – one of these experts claimed that refugees 
would receive different responses from the government regarding the application 
process for the work permit depending on which agency they asked. Some NGOs 
informed us that even they were unsure whether they possessed accurate 
information about the work permit process as well as the rights and duties granted to 
a Syrian work permit holder. As a consequence, the NGOs they represent preferred 
not to provide any advisory services to Syrian refugees on the work permit process. 
One employer also pointed out that the new laws governing the employment of 
Syrian refugees were unclear. Moreover, some of the experts we interviewed 
reported that refugees fear that they will be less likely to be accepted as migrants or 
refugees to the Europe and other countries if they get a Jordanian work permit. This 
could potentially explain Syrian refugees’ lack of willingness to get such a permit.  
 
Information problems or uncertainty about legal rights and responsibilities contribute 
to a higher degree of vulnerability for refugees, especially for those who have less 
access to the means to guarantee that their rights are upheld. In the employer-
employee relationship, and in the case of work permits and labour market 
information problems, workers tend to occupy the weaker position. In the specific 
case of Syrian refugees, one aspect that exacerbates this vulnerability is the fear 
among Syrian refugees, also captured in many interviews with stakeholders, of being 
deported or sent back to refugee camps if they report that something is wrong with 
their work or living conditions.  
 
● Social Security 

 
The Ministry of Labour announced in June 2016 that when the work permit 
applications are submitted, employers are not required to show evidence of social 
security coverage for their employees. However, employers are required to register 
their employees with social security when they obtain the work permit.92 The main 
informational barrier regarding social security, according to NGOs, stems from a lack 
of clarity on who bears the responsibility for paying for social security and its 
portability. According to Jordanian labour law, social security should be paid by both 
the employer and employee through a monthly contribution. Currently, the cost 
amounts to 21.75% of employees’ salaries, out of which employers are responsible 
for paying 14.25% and employees the remaining 7.5%.93However, it seems that 
many refugees are unaware of this stipulation.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2017b.	  
93	  KPMG,	  2017.	  
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 “I worked for two years without a 
permit. At first, the manager used to 
talk about getting the permit, but in 
the end he never got it. I did get all 
my social security back though. I 
had all my rights in this case, like a 
Jordanian.” - an employed Syrian 
male refugee 
	  

 “I worked for a year and a half 

without social security or work 

permit and wasn’t paid at the 

end. I didn’t challenge the system 

or complain because any Syrian 

who is working without a permit 

will be deported.”	  
	  

“None of us have work permits. 
We are paying social security and 
if we don’t get permits, we will 
never get it back.”  
- an employed Syrian female 
refugee 

 
In interviews, refugees expressed their concerns about paying for the social security 
in its entirety. Some of them believed that they have to cover the employer’s part in 
order to be offered a job, while others find that they cannot afford their share of the 
cost.94 Moreover, refugees seem to be 
uncertain about the long-term return of 
investment from their social security 
contributions, especially with regards 
to the portability of benefits. This leads 
them to perceive their contributions to 
the social security system as a mere 
increase in the opportunity cost of 
work formalization, thus reducing 
refugees’ willingness to formalise their 
work by applying for a work permit.  
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Quotas on the employment of Jordanians  
 
Several key stakeholders and experts describe the Jordanian policies 
regarding employment quotas as a main barrier for Syrian refugees 
to access formal work in the export industry. Many host countries 
have a similar quota system, but Jordan’s regulations are more 

restrictive than those of other governments.95 The policy requires employers to hire 
certain percentages of Jordanian workers as part of their overall work force. Also, the 
government has specific regulations with regards to Syrian investors hiring foreign 
workers. For example, the garment sector inside the Qualified Industrial Zones and 
Syrian investors operating inside the Industrial Areas are required to hire 30% 
Jordanians.96 If businesses fail to comply with the quota regulations, they have to 
pay penalties or face delays in obtaining work permits for their migrant workers.97  
 
● Employers in export industries face difficulties in complying with the 

quota 
 
The Jordanian government regards Syrian refugees as foreign workers, so in order 
for employers to hire Syrian refugees and other migrant workers, and comply with 
Jordanian labour law, they have to increase the employment of Jordanians as well. 
Because the garment sector relies heavily on migrant workers - in 2016 they 
comprised 73% of all garment employees in Jordan - employers in the garment 
sector face more difficulties than those in other sectors in fulfilling the quota 
requirements.98 
 
Jordanian employers and their associations find that the retention of Jordanian 
labour is also very challenging, which often makes it difficult to meet the Jordanian 
quota.99,100 Not only does the garment sector have trouble meeting this quota, but 
employers in other sectors also stress that their Syrian employees cannot obtain 
work permits because the company could not reach the required number of 
Jordanian employees. The quota is a barrier to the labour market inclusion of Syrian 
refugees because it prevents employers from providing them with jobs. GIZ 
mentioned that because employers could not easily meet the quota, the Jordanian 
labour market is segmented, hence Syrians have to find other work opportunities. 
 
In addition, since the Ministry of Labour counts Syrian refugees towards the migrant 
workers’ percentage, who may comprise up to 70% of the total workforce. The 
requirement of the Jordan Compact that Jordanian businesses hire 15% Syrian 
refugees brings the maximum percentage of other migrant workers to 55%. 
According to JGATE, this will lead to lower efficiency levels, as migrant workers are 
generally viewed as more hard-working, better skilled at the job and more loyal.101 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  &	  World	  Food	  

Programme,	  2017.	  
96	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2015b.	  
97	  Creative	  Associates	  International,	  2014.	  
98	  General	  Trade	  Union	  of	  Workers	  in	  Textile	  Garment	  &	  Clothing	  Industries	  in	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
99	  Interview	  with	  Jordan	  Garments	  Accessories	  and	  Textiles	  Exporters’	  Association,	  March	  22,	  2017.	  
100	  Interview	  with	  Hi-‐Tech	  Textile,	  March	  20,	  2017.	  
101Interview	  with	  Jordan	  Garments	  Accessories	  and	  Textiles	  Exporters’	  Association,	  March	  22,	  2017.	  



Examining Barriers to Workforce Inclusion of Syrian Refugees in Jordan 

  

 40 

 “I studied Economics. I am 
a university graduate. Look 
at me now. I am working in 
just any kind of work. Our 
certificates mean nothing 
here. Even doctors and 
engineers, their certificates 
mean nothing.” - an 
employed Syrian female 
refugee 
	  

This might help explain why some companies have not been quick to comply despite 
the incentive of the simplified rules of origin.  
 

 

Closed professions 
 
Many host countries have a system that restricts access to certain job 
sectors for foreigners, but Jordan’s policy is more restrictive than 

most.102 Since many formal sectors are not open to refugees (see Box 2 for a full list 
of closed professions), many Syrian refugees prefer to stay in the informal sector. 
When employers violate this law by hiring foreign workers in closed professions, they 
pay fines starting from 200500 JD ($280700).103 According to Article 12 of Jordanian 
labour law, non-Jordanian workers can be employed in these closed sectors only 
when they possess qualifications that are 
not available among Jordanians, or if there 
are not enough Jordanian workers to meet 
employers’ labour demand.  
Refugees interviewed considered these 
regulations to be a main barrier. Many 
expressed an interest in working in one of 
the closed professions, such as 
hairdressing and teaching. To this point, the 
2016 UNHCR rapid assessment reported 
as one of the most frequent reasons that 
Syrian refugees do not have work permits 
that “Work permits are not given in my 
profession”.104 

 
Story: A Syrian women who used to work as a teacher successfully for 12 years, 
couldn’t get a teaching position in Jordan because it’s “ a closed job for Jordanians 
only”. She is now working with CARE as a volunteer with a stipend. Recently, she 
started a home- based business in addition to her work at CARE where she cook 
and sell. She is hoping to expand her business as for now all her customers are from 
CARE or friends and friends of friends. 105 
 
Even though teaching and hairdressing jobs are not directly related to the export 
industry, there are closed professions (such as administrative and accounting 
professions, warehouse work, engineering professions) directly or indirectly 
associated with the industry.  
 
 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  &	  World	  Food	  

Programme,	  2017.	  
103	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2017b.	  
104	  UNHCR,	  2016.	  
105	  Individual	  interviews	  -‐	  at	  CARE	  
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BOX 2: Closed Professions106 
 

 
 

Lack of labour market information about labour demand and 
supply 
  
Interviews have revealed a two-way information problem in the labour 
market: 1) employers lack accurate information about Syrian refugees’ 

labour supply skills and distribution in the territory, and 2) Syrian refugees inside and 
outside the refugee camps lack adequate information about job opportunities. This 
was also observed by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) in a recent study.107 
  
On the employers’ side, one expert mentioned the difficulty employers face in finding 
Syrian labour, contending that employers do not know where the refugees can be 
found. Additionally, one large employer mentioned an experience the company had 
on a project developed along with UNHCR to train and hire Syrian refugees; a total 
of 300 Syrian refugees showed interest in undertaking the training, only 125 actually 
started it and almost all of them dropped out. By the time the programme ended, only 
seven were hired. This experience illustrates the level of mismatch between the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106	  Ministry	  of	  Labour	  in	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
107	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
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“Employers do not 
know where the 
refugees are.” - 
JGATE 
	  

expectations of refugees and employers. 
  
Additionally, one of the employers interviewed, who is 
Syrian and employs 15% Syrian refugees out of its total 
workforce (and, therefore, fulfills the requirement for the 
relaxed rules of origin under the Jordan Compact) 
claimed that they identified these workers through 
informal networks existent among Syrians – networks 
that, therefore, would not be available to Jordanian 
employers.108 
  
Information problems from the refugees’ side emerged mostly during FGDs with 
urban refugees in Mafraq. When both employed and unemployed Syrian refugees 
were asked about the mechanisms used to look for jobs, they said that the main 
mechanisms that they used were word of mouth, facebook ads, informal networks 
and direct, one-to-one approach to employers. There was no mention of any public 
or private labour market intermediation service, or any other minimally organised 
form of delivering job opportunities, like newspapers. Additionally, refugees explicitly 
mentioned that there was no help from organisations on this matter. 
  
While labour markets for residents may sometimes function reasonably well and 
minimise friction in the absence of centralised labour market intermediation services 
by using the above mentioned organised or semi-organised mechanisms; it is clear 
that the task of eliciting all the job opportunities available in one region through 
theses mechanisms mentioned by the refugees is unfeasible, and they end up 
relying on an incomplete picture of the job market, which reduces their chances of 
inclusion. 
  
It is also important to note that one NGO mentioned the prevalence in Jordan of an 
informal allocation mechanism called “wasta,” which refers to the existence of 
nepotism with regards to labour market job allocation. Indeed, in the Jordanian 2014 
family status report, 83% of Jordanians reported that they believe Wasta is a form of 
corruption, however 65% think it is necessary to get a job.109 Needless to say, the 
prevalence of nepotism contributes to the difficulty refugees have in finding work, as 
they lack these informal networks. 
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IN PURSUIT OF SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 
 
On September 25th, 2015, the UN and its Member States adopted the Sustainable 
Development Goals, a set of goals that set the development agenda for the next 
fifteen years. As noted earlier, Goal 8 -  to promote sustained, inclusive, and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for 
all - was adopted in a victory for those who work on labour rights and the decent 
work agenda. 110  Particularly relevant is target 8.8 to protect labour rights and 
promote safe and secure working environments of all workers, including migrant 
workers, particularly women migrants, and those in precarious employment. 111 
Moreover, the 3RP Jordan Response Plan 2017-2020 explicitly includes the goal to 
“ensure dignified, sustainable livelihoods and create economic opportunities for both 
Jordanians and Syrian refugees.”112 However, as a study by the International Labour 
Organization found, “Syrian workers are accepting lower incomes, work for longer 
hours and without social benefits,” which has led to lower wages and a reduction in 
job opportunities for all.113  
 
As stressed in many of our interviews with stakeholders, the objective is not just to 
find jobs for refugees, but also to fulfill Goal 8 and find decent work that allows 
refugees to rebuild their lives and become contributing members to society. In this 
section, we examine the types of barriers that affect Syrian refugees’ preferences to 
seek formal work in the export industry, and employers’ preferences to hire Syrian 
refugees. 
 

 

Low wages in the export industry and opportunities for higher 
wages in the informal sector 

 

 
● Employers in the garment sector tend to pay the minimum wage. 

 
The garment sector is in general a labour-intensive industry, and the Jordanian 
garment sector has traditionally relied on “inexpensive, single, female migrant 
workers who live in worker compounds” 114  for their production process. These 
migrant workers come mostly from Asian countries and comprised 73% of the 
Jordanian garment sector’s workforce in 2016.115  

 
The average wage in the private sector in Jordan was estimated to be JD 474 (US$ 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110	  For	  more	  info	  on	  the	  decent	  work	  agenda,	  see	  http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-‐work/lang-‐-‐

en/index.htm.	  	  
111	  Sustainable	  Development	  Solutions	  Network,	  2012.	  
112	  Ministry	  of	  Planning	  and	  International	  Cooperation	  -‐	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
113	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2013.	  
114	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  &	  World	  Food	  

Programme,	  2017.	  
115	  General	  Trade	  Union	  of	  Workers	  in	  Textile	  Garment	  &	  Clothing	  Industries	  in	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
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 “The minimum we would 
accept to work in those 
factories would be 400JD 
(563 US$).” - Syrian 
refugee man 

“Ideally, I want 6 hours a day 
for 250JD (352 US$).”  
- a Syrian refugee woman 

668) per month in 2014.116 The new minimum wage rule announced in February 
2017, which raised the minimum wage from JD 190 (US$ 268) for Jordanians to JD 
220 (US$ 310).117 To accommodate the new minimum wage rule, the stakeholders in 
the garment sector agreed in March 2017 that the minimum for Jordanians would be 
JD 205 (US$ 289) per month.118 They agreed that the minimum wage for migrant 
workers would be JD 117.5 (US$ 165) in cash and JD 87.5 (US$ 123) “in-kind wage” 
per month. It will be increased another JD 15 (US$ 21) wage per month for 
Jordanians and another JD 7.5 (US$ 10.5) wage and JD 7.5 (US$ 10.5) in-kind per 
month for migrant workers on March 2018. In-kind wage is the outcome of the 
Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA) between  the Jordan Garments, Accessories 
& Textiles Exporters Association (JGATE) and the Labor Union in the Weaving, 
Textiles & Garments Sector in 2014, which established that employers in the 
garment sector should provide workers with an additional “in-kind wage” in the form 
of accommodation, food and other amenities.119 The stakeholders signed a new CBA 
in March 2017 to implement the new minimum wage rule.  
 
When we interviewed employers, the new CBA had not yet been signed, but three of 
the garment firms interviewed paid their migrant workers JD 110 (US$ 155) in cash 
and JD 80 (US$ 113) in-kind per month, which according to The General Trade 
Union of Workers in Textile, Garment & Clothing Industries is the level of 
compensation that migrant workers in the sector receive in general. One garment 
company stated that it pays JD 190 (US$ 268) per month to Jordanians and Syrian 
refugees. Employers in other exporting sectors tend to provide higher wages than 
the garment industry.120  
 
● Syrian refugees expect payment above the minimum wage. 

 
All thirteen urban, male refugees who participated in the focus group discussion 
(FGD) in Mafraq agreed that the minimum level of wage they would be willing to 
accept to work in the factories is JD 400 (US$ 563) per month with twelve-hour 
workdays. Most of them believed the wage 
level in the factories to be between JD 180 
(US$ 254) per month and that the workday is 
twelve hours. In addition, they mentioned that 
the factory should cover transportation costs 
in addition to the salary. Likewise, three 
urban Syrian refugee men currently working 
in a garment factory said their current wage is 
not enough to cover their expenses. Some of 
them said they would want more working 
hours if they would be able to earn more. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116	  The	  Jordan	  Times,	  2016.	  
117	  The	  Jordan	  Times,	  2017.	  
118	  Information	  provided	  by	  Better	  Work	  Jordan,	  May	  2017.	  
119	  Jordan	  Garments	  Accessories	  &	  Textiles	  Exporters	  Association,	  General	  Union	  of	  Garment	  Factories,	  &	  

Labour	  Union	  in	  the	  Weaving	  Textiles	  &	  Garments	  Sector,	  2014.	  
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mentioned	  that	  the	  minimum	  salary	  of	  the	  company	  is	  240	  JD	  (338	  US$)	  per	  month.	  One	  plastic	  
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Meanwhile, some urban female refugees who participated in the FGD in Mafraq said 
they would prefer JD 250 (US$ 352) per month with a six-hour workday. They 
agreed that companies should provide free transportation to the workplace. 
 
 
● A wage gap between the demand and the supply side 

 
Throughout the interviews and FGDs, we found that there is a gap between the level 
of wages that Syrian refugees expect and the actual wages that employers in the 
garment sector pay. In sum, Syrian refugees require either JD 400 (US$ 563) per 
month for twelve-hour workdays, or JD 250 (US$ 352) in cash per month for a six-
hour workday. Based on what Jordanian labour law stipulates regarding standard 
work day hours,121 Syrian refugees’ wage expectation for an eight-hour workday is 
around JD 300 (US$ 423) per month.  
 
Meanwhile, employers in the garment sector pay the minimum wages of JD 190 
(US$ 268) per month. They are also required to pay for any overtime worked in 
addition to the standardised eight hours per day or 48 hours per week.122 Thus, there 
is a gap between Syrian refugees’ wage expectation on the one hand which is 
around JD 300 (US$ 423) per month and on the other hand, the actual payment they 
receive from employers in the garment sector is JD 190 (US$ 268) per month. The 
gap exists, but is smaller in other sectors where employers pay between JD 240 
(US$ 338) and JD 250 (US$ 352) per month.  
 
Our sample size is small, and does not in itself provide sufficient data to draw 
general conclusions. However, our findings were strengthened by interviews with 
other stakeholders like the Danish Refugee Council (DRC) and the World Bank, who 
also mentioned the existence of this gap between expectations and the reality on the 
ground. Moreover, a recent report by IRC also strengthens our findings with regards 
to Syrian refugees’ wage expectations. According to the report, the wage expectation 
of 111 Syrian refugees interviewed in Amman, Irbid, and Mafraq was, on average, 
JD 325 (US$ 458) per month. 123  The IRC report found that the lowest wage 
expectation in the manufacturing sector is around JD 250 (US$ 352) per month, and 
the highest is around JD 400 (US$ 563) per month.  
 
In 2010, the average wage level in Syria before the onset of the war in 2011 was 
SYP 11,344 (US$ 241124 or JD 171125) per month. Service sector workers received 
SYP 13,047 (US$ 278  or JD 197) Industrial sector workers received SYP 11,175 
(US$ 238 or JD 169) per month and agricultural sector workers received SYP 7,628 
(US$ 162 or JD 115) per month126. Thus, the minimum wage level in Jordan is higher 
than the wage levels Syrians faced in Syria. However, low wages emerged as a 
significant barrier for the urban refugees we met in Mafraq to seek work in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121	  International	  Labour	  Organization	  &	  International	  Finance	  Corporation,	  2013.	  
122	  Better	  Work	  Jordan,	  2016.	  
123	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
124	  In	  2010:	  1	  US$	  =	  47	  SYP	  (http://www.xe.com/currencycharts/?from=US$&to=SYP&view=10Y).	  
125	  In	  2010:	  1US$	  =	  0.71	  JD	  

(http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/PA.NUS.FCRF?end=2010&locations=JO&start=1991).	  
126	  Syrian	  Central	  Bureau	  Of	  Statistics,	  2010.	  
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 “We earned 300 JD 
(423 US$) per month 
working sorting 
garbage”  
- women refugees in 
one of the focus 
groups 

garment sector. They claimed that a wage of JD 190 (US$ 268) is not sufficient to 
cover living expenses, such as rent, which amounts to JD 200 (US$ 282) per month, 
on average. Research done by UNDP, ILO, and WFP supports this finding as they 
have found that lower paid factory jobs in the Development Zones “is not likely to be 
compatible with the needs of Syrian refugees who must support families.” 127 
Moreover, they report that Syrian refugees usually incur large debts and that “the 
minimum wage is often not enough to cover either living expenses or debts.128 
 
Despite the clear evidence in our findings that there exists a significant gap in wage 
expectations that constitutes a barrier for Syrian refugees to take up formal jobs in 
the garment sector, the low wage level is not prohibitive for all refugees. We met 
Syrian refugees working in factories for a wage of on average JD 250 (US$ 352) per 
month, and IRC’s report mentions that 19% of refugees in Amman, 28% of refugees 
in Mafraq, and 27% of refugees in Irbid are willing to take up minimum-wage (before 
the new rule) jobs.129  
 
● Informal work opportunities present better income-earning potential for 

Syrian refugees 
 
Our findings also show that informal work opportunities with higher wages steer 
Syrian refugees away from seeking employment in the exporting industry. 
Stakeholders such as IRC, CARE, and JGATE mentioned that Syrians can earn 
more than minimum wages in the informal sector. 
According to the UNDP, informal employment represented 44% of total employment 
in the Jordanian economy in 2010,130 and according to the ILO and FAFO, 55% of 
Jordanians worked informally in 2014.131 With regards to Syrian refugees, figures 
vary but the Boston Consortium for Arab Region Studies estimated that between 
120,000 and 160,000 out of the 655,399 registered Syrian refugees in 2015 worked 
informally.132  
 
The choice of informal work is often related to the 
low wages provided in the sectors that are open to 
Syrian refugees. It appears that the informal sector 
in Jordan provides more attractive wage-earning 
opportunities for Syrian refugees than the export 
industry does. According to UNDP, workers in the 
informal sector earned JD 269 (US$ 379) per month 
in 2010.133 The DRC also claimed that Syrians can 
earn between JD 250 (US$ 352) and JD 350 (US$ 
493) per month in the informal sector. Some 
refugees we met confirmed this claim. Women in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
127	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  &	  World	  Food	  

Programme,	  2017.	  
128	  Boston	  Consortium	  for	  Arab	  Region	  Studies,	  2017.	  
129	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
130	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  2013.	  
131	  International	  Labour	  Organization	  &	  Fafo,	  2015.	  
132	  Boston	  Consortium	  for	  Arab	  Region	  Studies,	  2017.	  
133	  United	  Nations	  Development	  Programme,	  2013.	  
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 “I could earn 450 JD (634 
US$) per month working 
in meat packaging” - a 
male refugee in the focus 
groups 

Mafraq told us that they worked sorting garbage without work permits and that they 
earned around JD 300 (US$ 423) per month. A male Syrian refugee said that he 
could earn JD 450 (US$ 634) per month working with meat packaging.134 FGDs 
conducted by the ILO in 2016 with 25 individuals working in the construction sector 
revealed an earned income of JD 20 (US$ 28) per day with eight hours of work,135 
corresponding to a wage of JD 400 (US$ 563) with a standard eight-hour work day 
and 20 workdays per month.  
 
Under the present conditions, many Syrian 
refugees prefer to work in the informal sector 
as the benefits of working in factories for many 
do not currently outweigh the benefits of 
working in the informal sector. The fact that 
factories cannot provide attractive wages for 
Syrian refugees is a central factor pushing 
refugees towards informal work. On the other hand, the fact that the informal sector 
is thriving in Jordan is a pull factor, as is the perception of Syrians as being skilled in 
service sectors, such as restaurants and small-sized businesses.136  

 
 

FIGURE 9: Refugees’ wage expectations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
134	  He	  said	  that	  with	  the	  safety	  gears,	  he	  could	  receive	  300	  JD	  (423	  US$).	  But	  he	  opted	  for	  the	  option	  

which	  provided	  him	  more	  wage.	  
135	  Results	  of	  FGDs	  on	  Work	  Permits	  with	  Syrian	  Refugees	  and	  Employers	  in	  the	  Agriculture,	  

Construction	  &	  Retail	  Sectors	  in	  Jordan,	  page	  7,	  	  
136	  Majalla,	  2014.	  
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Prohibitive commuting distance and cost 
 
In a study on Jordanian and Syrian women’s labour force participation 
and perceptions on employment published by REACH in 2016, Syrian 

participants cited an overwhelming preference for home based work. FGDs 
facilitated by the NGO suggest that this may be due to adaption to the restrictive 
livelihood environment and limited resource availability, including transportation.137 In 
interviews with stakeholders across Jordan, transportation, specifically prohibitive 
commuting distances, emerged as a central hurdle for Syrian refugees to take up 
work in factories. 138  Commuting, and the effect distance has on financial 
considerations, came up regularly in the community gatherings and FGDs. 
 
The Jordan Response Plan discusses the often-overlooked role of transportation and 
ease of commuting in raising social tensions in host communities,139 stating that 
planned development, maintenance and expansion of new investments, services 
and infrastructure is sacrificed to pay for the mitigation of the impact of the crisis, 
eroding development gains made by Jordan over the last decades.140 Existing roads, 
especially those around Irbid, Mafraq and Zarqa governorates affected by the inflow 
of Syrian refugees, need expansion and maintenance. Increased pressure on 
already strained public transport and road networks leads to poor conditions and 
traffic congestion, which affect both Jordanians’ and Syrian refugees’ ability to 
access work.141 
 
In interviews with employers, transportation was not viewed as an insurmountable 
barrier, as they stated that they were ready to offer transportation to urban refugees 
living in different locations.142 However, the barrier is not just a product of eroding or 
nonexistent transportation infrastructure (as some companies already provide 
transportation), but the distance many refugees must travel to access work changes 
their financial calculations. In FGDs held in Mafraq, a Syrian refugee man said that 
he spent two hours commuting to and from the factory every day. An IRC report 
found that refugee populations largely reside in urban centres or refugee camps and 
that job opportunities are often distant from their homes.143 The need to commute 
changes the financial equation and in some cases becomes prohibitive. A subset of 
the population interviewed by IRC, stated that the problem was not just the costs or 
lack of transportation options, but that “long transit times were a deterrent to taking 
jobs because of their inability to immediately address any home emergencies, such 
as a health concern or potential eviction.”144  
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141	  Ibid.	  
142	  Interview	  with	  employers,	  March	  14	  and	  March	  22,	  2017.	  	  
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Distance is an especially precarious barrier for women, both Syrian and Jordanian. It 
is hard for many women to commute long distances alone, as especially in the more 
conservative families, women are not allowed to walk outside alone.145 The lack of 
public transportation to Development Zones and childcare facilities specifically affect 
Syrian and Jordanian women’s participation and interest in pursuing opportunities in 
the manufacturing and exporting industries.146 Women who are primary caregivers in 
their households cannot afford to be away from their homes and families for a long 
period of time in a day. While employers have indicated that they are willing to 
provide transportation for workers, the long commuting times discourage both men 
and women from pursuing jobs in these Development Zones. Furthermore, studies 
have shown that the psychological impact of commuting is amplified for women as it 
adds on to an already heavy workload that often involves household and care 
work.147   
 
Some employers have responded by offering satellite factories or by outsourcing 
some of the production, for example giving women simple sewing tasks that can be 
done inside the house.148 However, as one employer highlighted, although satellite 
factories carry the potential to help hire more Syrians, it is difficult to translate into 
practice, as it is hard to find a place with stable electricity, requiring large-scale and 
costly investments in off-grid energy.149 To this point, the Ministry of Industry, Trade, 
and Supply contended that even though it requires large upfront costs, building 
satellite factories will offset the cost to employers by allowing them to hire more 
Syrian refugees.  
 
Overall, it appears that commuting by itself is not prohibitive per se. It is only in 
combination with long hours, low wages, and perceptions of sub-optimal working 
conditions generally that it becomes another barriers that Syrian refugees face in 
accessing sustainable livelihoods. 
 
As for employers, according to UNDP, Syrian refugees are mostly living far from the 
Development Zones, thus, transportation is a problem for employment in these 
areas, and employers prefer to recruit someone from inside the zones.150 Employers 
provided different point of views when they explained the transportation factor. The 
manager of the firm that already employed 30% Syrian refugees among its workforce 
mentioned that some Syrians need transportation from places that are very far from 
the company, but that since the rent near the factories is cheap, some Syrian 
refugees decided to move to the factory’s area.151 Still other firms explained that they 
cannot buy buses to transport refugees because they lost a lot in moving the 
company to the Development Zones. 152  
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Perceptions of sub-optimal working conditions in factories  
 
Though refugees often face a number of barriers in accessing the 
formal labour market, at times it is the working conditions in these 
workplaces, or refugees’ perceptions of such conditions, that prove to 

be a barrier both for employers to retain refugees and refugees to find sustainable 
work. At community gatherings in the Zaatari Refugee Camp, refugees were eager 
to work formally. 153  They described the informal sector as being fraught with 
conditions such as maltreatment, instability, difficulty in securing a job daily, and the 
risk of being underpaid or not paid at all. Despite this, there has been low uptake of 
work permits by Syrian refugees, although this would presumably alleviate many of 
the cited problems.  
 
In our interviews as well as in studies including the IRC’s survey “Solving the 
Refugee Employment Problem in Jordan,” refugees claimed that the greatest 
deterrent in searching for jobs was the potential for workplace harassment or 
abuse.154 Refugees in FGDs described older men being maltreated in workplaces in 
general, and many men asked rhetorically: “if men are facing harassment, how much 
worse do you think women would feel?” There was a widespread belief that it is 
considered acceptable for Syrian women to be harassed on the basis of their 
nationality, spurring greater fears of working outside the home. These fears of sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence are not unfounded; in the IRC survey 
multiple respondents said they had experienced workplace sexual abuse and others 
were sexually harassed in public spaces.155 According to IRC, 58% of the Syrian 
refugee workers in a recent survey said they felt unsafe in their jobs.156 

 
In the informal sector, refugees felt that employers went unchecked because 
refugees couldn’t escalate issues to the authorities.157 During the Mafraq FGD, a 
Syrian couple who worked making pickles in partnership with a Jordanian said that 
when the Jordanian was unable to secure customers he demanded that the Syrian 
couple pay him for the cost of the pickles. They paid with no hesitation to avoid being 
reported and potentially deported.  
 
In the formal sector, meanwhile, the refugees interviewed felt similarly constrained 
given the fact that employers held their work permits.158 In the manufacturing sector, 
for example, work permits are tied to employers, and as UN Women found many 
refugees were hesitant to apply for work permits and tie himself or herself to a single 
sponsor. This link was associated with a loss of control, especially by women. There 
are complaint mechanisms, but they are only accessible with work permits and many 
do not know they exist. Overall, refugees have weak access to justice or public 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153	  Interviews	  with	  refugees	  in	  community	  gatherings.	  
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155	  Ibid.	  
156	  Ibid.	  
157	  World	  Bank,	  2016.	  
158	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
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institutions.159  
 
Added to this are low wages, long hours, no incentives to stay, long commuting 
distances, and a lack of childcare. Indeed, as a study by the International Labour 
Organization found, “Syrian workers are accepting lower incomes, work for longer 
hours and without social benefits”.160 Thus, as Intersos, IRC, and the DRC told us 
during interviews, refugees wonder if the protection the work permits provide is worth 
it if it does not in fact protect them from poor workplace conditions. NRC and DRC 
claimed that work permits do not give an additional layer of protection. In fact, NRC’s 
ICLA case managers were hesitant to recommend work permits because it gives a 
misperception about increased protection. In support of that, ILO claimed that even 
with the work permit there is no guarantee that refugees will get social security, 
added labour opportunities, or better work conditions. However, they did say that that 
it does bring protection from harassment in the workplace. Some actors also 
contended that holding a work permit does give better protection than in the informal 
sector and that refugees are still more interested in working formally than informally 
for this reason.161 In addition, Syrians do not have their monetary rights protected 
even in the case of having a work permit. Finally, in the FGDs with Syrian women 
refugees working in the factories, they stated that the perceptions and fears they had 
regarding suboptimal working conditions, especially the appropriateness for women 
to work in these spaces, were lifted once they started working there.162 
 

 

Societal attitudes towards women’s employment 
 
Given Syrian and Jordanian women’s low levels of labour market 
participation, it is important to contextualise this issue within the 
social and cultural perceptions of women and work. The Jordan 

Compact has opened up important avenues for essential conversations about the 
unique challenges women face in accessing decent livelihoods and work 
opportunities. While many experts allude to a set of cultural and social barriers that 
prevent Syrian and Jordanian women from taking up jobs in factories in the 
Development Zones, it must also be noted that those who wish to work do not have 
the means to access these opportunities.163 
 
In a FGD conducted by the Norwegian Refugee Council with Syrian women in 
Amman, one of the participants asked if women could apply for work permits.164 This 
perception that work permits are for men only highlights the pervasive societal 
expectations of men as main breadwinners and of women as primary caregivers in 
the family. In an assessment of Jordanian and Syrian refugee women’s labour force 
participation conducted by UN Women and the Reach Initiative between 23 May and 
22 June 2016, it was found that the majority of women residing in Jordan are not 
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employed. The assessment also reported that a majority of women (57%) who are 
not employed want to work if they had the opportunity. This is indicative of external 
barriers rather than women’s individual attitudes alone that are contributing to the 
gender gap in the Jordanian labour market. 
 
There seems to be a wide-held belief that specific jobs are better-suited for women - 
these include home-based businesses and work that is considered more ‘womanly’, 
i.e. food production and handicrafts. While formalizing home-based businesses is a 
policy option that is being considered at the government level to help transition 
women from the informal to the formal sector, the uptake and implementation of this 
policy remains ambiguous. Currently, Zarqa governorate is the only municipality that 
is providing licenses to home-based businesses as part of their women’s 
empowerment programme. Although formalizing home-based businesses appears to 
be a quick win, the legal requirements to set up a home-based business pose 
another set of hurdles. Therefore, while there is an understanding that formalization 
of home-based businesses is a good step forward, structural barriers hinder 
women’s transition to the ‘formal’ sector.  
 
In order to convince families that working in factories in the Development Zones is 
safe for women, one employer organised an ‘open day’ for prospective Syrian 
workers and their families to visit its factory to see where the women would be 
working.165  These ‘site visits’ were recommended across the board to alleviate 
Syrian refugee women and men’s concerns of exploitation at the workplace. The 
refugee women we spoke to during our fieldwork – at a UNHCR community 
gathering in Za’atari refugee camp and FGD in Mafraq – raised concerns about 
harassment at the factories and the lack of women-only working space. There were 
perceptions of factories as ‘prisons’ and that it was socially unacceptable for women 
to work with men. Participants of the UNHCR community gathering in Za’atari 
expressed that jobs in factories are better-suited for men and that they would rather 
see men in their households employed in such sectors. These concerns further 
illustrate a set of complex challenges and societal attitudes that prevent women from 
working specifically in factories.  
 

 

Fears related to work formalization  
 
One thing mentioned by several NGOs was that Syrian refugees fear 
having lower chances of being resettled outside Jordan (e.g., in the 

EU) if they get a work permit, a condition that was also found by IRC in a recent 
study (IRC, 2017).166 While we could not assess how justified this fear is, if Syrian 
refugees plan to leave Jordan at some point – which is most probable, given that 
they have explicitly claimed during FGDs that they would not like to remain 
permanently in Jordan - and they have the perception that getting a work permit 
would reduce their chances of being resettled, then it is reasonable to expect that 
this perception may contribute to reducing refugee take up of work permits.  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
165	  Interview	  with	  employer,	  March	  14,	  2017.	  
166	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2016b.	  
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Refugee insights from FGDs and NGO experts highlight that another main reason 
why Syrian refugees do not take up work permits is their fear of losing UNHCR cash 
assistance. Although official UNHCR information stipulates that holding a work 
permit does not have any direct bearing on refugees’ eligibility for cash assistance, 
there is a pervasive mistrust and fear amongst Syrian refugees that this is the case. 
This point was consistently mentioned by refugees throughout our primary research, 
and also mentioned in a recent study by IRC.167 When asked about this issue, a 
UNHCR representative explained that Syrian and non-Syrian families received cash 
assistance based on different scales and that it is not multiplicative on a per capita 
basis. The minimum amount given is JD 80 and the maximum is JD 155. 
Additionally, the UNHCR representative informed us that having a work permit does 
not affect Syrian refugees families’ eligibility for cash assistance unless it affects their 
vulnerability condition as assessed, on an annual basis, through UNHCR's 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework. Therefore, even though there is no immediate 
nor necessary effect of having a work permit on Syrian refugees' eligibility for cash 
assistance, it may affect it through the annual assessment of their vulnerability 
condition.  
 
Thus, we believe that this fear leads Syrian refugees to perceive UNHCR cash 
assistance as an opportunity cost when deciding to move from the informal to the 
formal sector: when assessing the utility of a work permit, refugees may be 
comparing the wages in the formal sector with the income they can make, 
alternatively, in the informal sector, combined with additional security of the UNHCR 
cash assistance. With the potential for earning higher wages in the informal sector as 
well as other costs associated with the work permit (work permit fees/social security 
contribution eventually charged by the employer), refugees fear that they have more 
to lose and less to gain with a work permit and a job in the formal sector. 
 
Another main barrier is the perception among refugees that once they obtain a 
permit they are less likely to receive any humanitarian assistance.168 As reported in a 
recent IRC paper, many Syrian refugees are concerned that if UNHCR is notified 
about their formal employment status and monthly income, they will lose access to 
humanitarian assistance.169 Another perception is that obtaining a work permit will 
hinder their resettlement chances to Europe or another third-country.170 We are 
unable to ascertain whether this is a real or perceived fear, yet it has emerged as 
one of the significant barriers expressed by refugees in our interviews. 
 

The existence of more appealing work opportunities in the 
informal sector  
 
The fact that wages are low, commuting is long and costly, working 
conditions aren't ideal, women face gender-based restrictions to work 

in these industries, and there is a general fear that work formalization implies loss of 
benefits or resettlement opportunities all serve to make the informal sector an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
167	  Ibid.	  
168	  Interview	  with	  CARE,	  March	  8,	  2017.	  Interview	  with	  DFID,	  March	  23,	  2017.	  	  
169	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  2017.	  
170Interview	  with	  Danish	  Refugee	  Council,	  March	  13,	  2017.	  Interview	  with	  CARE,	  March	  8,	  2017.	  	  



Examining Barriers to Workforce Inclusion of Syrian Refugees in Jordan 

  

 54 

 “There is a sense of fulfillment 
and achievement, working 
from home is productive and 
feels good, allows us to meet 
new people, and stay 
comfortable without our hijab 
(veil)”.  

appealing alternative. These are all "push-factors" that push refugees away from 
working in these industries. In this section we identify some "pull-factors"; factors that 
for some refugees make working informally more appealing than working formally in 
the export industry. 
 
● Women’s preference for working at home  

 
In the FGD with Syrian refugees in Mafraq, some women have mentioned that 
working at home would be better because it would allow them to balance better their 
time between work and family duties. In general, most of the women present at the 
FGD prefer not to work outside of their homes, as it is not comfortable for them. One 
of them said “we are house women”. To them, working from home is more 
convenient, rewarding, more stable, and safer.  
 
One of the participants in our FGD in Mafraq - called “the famous chef” by the others 
in the room - explained that she started making “kubbeh” at home, selling it to her 
neighbors and community, and eventually became a self-made entrepreneur, and 
that now she has customers not only from Mafraq, but also from Irbid, Amman, 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, so that, for her, obtaining a 
work permit and working under another person’s supervision (kafeel) will be less 
rewarding.  
 
Additionally, one NGO mentioned that 
many Syrian refugee women arrived to 
Jordan with children and without their 
husbands, due to many factors, and that 
these women would be more likely to 
work at home in order to be able to take 
care of their children. Moreover, one 
international organisation mentioned 
that having a wife working outside home 
could be considered a reason for shame 
for Syrians. 
 
While the reasons mentioned refer not necessarily to a higher preference for informal 
work but to work at home and not on a public environment like a factory, home-
based work is much more likely to be informal. 
 
 
● Reluctance to being linked to a single employer 

 
Together with the limitation of sectors allowed for refugees to work in with a work 
permit, the lack of flexibility to change employer was an additional issue that many of 
the interviewed refugees raised. According to Jordanian labour law, foreign workers 
are required to obtain a one-year renewable work permit for a particular employer in 
a specific job. Being linked to an employer with a work permit and not making it open 
to any other jobs in the same sector is also considered a key barrier. As a Syrian 
man explained in the FGD conducted in Mafraq: if you are working at a cellphone 
shop and have a janitorial permit, and the police raids the shop, a Syrian refugee 
could be detained just for standing behind the counter and not cleaning (even if he or 
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“ It depends on the kind of 
work. Some get training for 
10-15 days, some get for 5 
minutes. One women cited 
that she watched how other 
women worked, and that’s 
how she learned” - Focus 
Group Discussion 

she was simply taking a break). This restriction was annoying for them as they want 
more flexibility with regards to changing their jobs just like in the agriculture sector.  
 
The Ministry of Labour, in consultation with the ILO, has introduced a new model that 
includes de-linking the work permit application from specific employers in the 
agricultural sector, and allowing cooperatives to apply for Syrian refugee work 
permits.171 Work permits for agriculture and construction sectors are linked to the 
sector and not linked to a specific employer, but workers have to pay a “go-between” 
or sponsor “Kafeel” to get a work permit.172 

Employers’ hiring preferences 
	  
While the Ministry of Labour (MOL) has been very flexible with 
business owners who hire Syrian refugees,173 some of them prefer not 
to hire Syrian refugees because they fear it will result in more 

inspections and restrictions from the MOL, which might cause them worries.174 
Another reason why employers do not prefer to provide work permit to refugees 
mostly because of social security costs,175 which should be borne by both parties in 
a monthly contribution. 
 

Moreover, the need to provide training programmes was a concern to many 
employers. As the General Trade Union of 
Workers in Textile, Garment & Clothing 
Industries said one form of training is to have 
those trained train the new workers. In 
addition, he mentioned that training is not in 
the interest of the employer and they do not 
want to do this; thus, there can be outside 
training, perhaps from organisations. 176 
However, as IRC explained, many firms prefer 
to train refugees themselves because they 
want ensure they are trained in the specific 
skills that is required. 177  
 
A factory that has hired seven Syrians, is an example of a company that started 
providing training to Syrian refugees in cooperation with UNHCR. According to one 
of the biggest garment manufacturer in Jordan, 300 Syrians showed interest in 
undertaking a training programme that they offered, 125 of them started the training, 
but the number decreased to 20 after a while with unknown reasons.178 As the 
manager explained, the company is ready not only to provide a friendly environment 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
171	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  2016b.	  
172	  Interview	  with	  International	  Labour	  Organization,	  March	  31,	  2017.	  
173	  Interview	  with	  Ministry	  of	  Labour	  in	  Jordan,	  March	  14,	  2017.	  
174	  Interview	  with	  Jordan	  Chamber	  of	  Industry,	  March	  07,	  2017.	  
175	  Interview	  with	  UNDP,	  March	  07th,	  2017	  
176	  Interview	  with	  Jordan	  Garments	  Accessories	  and	  Textiles	  Exporters’	  Association,	  March	  22,	  2017.	  
177	  Interview	  with	  International	  Rescue	  Committee,	  March	  08,	  2017.	  	  
178	  Interview	  with	  employer,	  March	  14,	  2017	  
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to Syrian refugees (for example by providing Syrian food) and cover transportation to 
Syrians, but also to train Syrians, because building new human resources will benefit 
the company and community. The company thinks that current supply of labour from 
some Asian countries could stop because of political reason and they think labour 
supply from these countries is not a sustainable source of labour. Therefore, 
investing in Syrian refugee labour is an important insurance against such events.179 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The Jordan Compact was established with the intention to increase economic 
opportunities for Syrian refugees in Jordan and the Jordanian host community alike. 
The simplified rules of origin, a central feature of this Compact, aims at providing 
incentives to employers in the export industry in 18 Development Zones to employ 
Syrian refugees. Together with the Jordanian government’s steps to increase the 
number of work permits issued to Syrian refugees, this Compact intended to 
increase Syrian refugees’ labour market participation in Jordan, enabling them to 
become increasingly self-reliant and more secure, as well as to actively contribute to 
the Jordanian economy.  
 
However, the increased incentives that the new policy environment envisioned to 
create on both ends of the employment relationship have yet not proven to be as 
strong as hoped for. Only six out of the 936 exporting companies who are eligible to 
apply for the relaxed rules of origin currently qualify by employing at least 15% 
Syrian refugees, and the number of Syrian refugees who have obtained work permits 
in the export industry remains limited. This suggests that there are remaining barriers 
keeping Syrian refugees from either being able to or wanting to seek formal work in 
this industry, and employers from either being able to or wishing to employ Syrian 
refugees in their factories.  
 
Thus, the barriers to increased Syrian refugee labour-market participation identified 
in our research can be divided into two types: barriers standing in the way for 
refugees to be able to work legally in Jordan - by obtaining a work permit - and 
barriers standing in the way for refugees to pursue sustainable livelihood 
opportunities - by obtaining jobs that are decent, safe and provides refugees with a 
sense of dignity. Prevalent throughout both types of barriers is the sense of security, 
or lack thereof; there is ample uncertainty with regards to the work permit process 
and implications as well as around the availability and character of the available jobs 
in the export industry.  
 
It is important to not solely link uncertainty challenges with shortcomings of the 
Jordanian labour market, regulations and policies; uncertainty also stems from and is 
an extension of refugees’ psychosocial state and well-being as a vulnerable 
population that has left a home behind.180 The Jordan Compact has brought together 
a disparate group of stakeholders all with the same mission: to find a sustainable 
way forward for both refugees and the host community. Ideally, this will serve to 
reduce many of the uncertainties that not only refugees face, but also the 
uncertainties of host communities created by a changing socioeconomic landscape 
due to the influx of large numbers of Syrian refugees. 
 
Although some doubts have emerged during expert interviews regarding the 
appropriateness of choosing work permits as the vehicle to unlock a less uncertain 
future the overwhelming evidence collected in a large number of interviews, several 
focus group discussions (FGD) and analysis of available data and research suggests 
that the Jordan Compact can work. However, it requires time. 
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Under the Jordan Compact, reducing the uncertainties experienced by refugees in 
terms of economic opportunity and host communities in terms of economic 
development, is associated with job creation mainly in the export industry. The 
Compact is based on the premise that the simplified rules of origin will help Jordan’s 
export industry to increase exports to the EU. This would generate more jobs for 
Syrians and Jordanians alike and attract more Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), 
which in turn would support job creation and induce economic development. 
 
However, it is fair to assume that the adoption of a macro level policy such as the 
Jordan Compact requires a transition period before bringing visible results. Indeed, it 
took almost four years after the US QIZ initiative brought an increase of exports from 
Jordan to the US, and for the FDI to the QIZs to increase. Garment exports to the US 
were minimal from 1997 to 2000, and only started to increase in 2001. In 1997, 
exports from Jordan to the US amounted to only US$ 5 million, but in 2001 this 
number soared to US$ 164 million. FDI to the QIZ was limited until 2000, and began 
climbing in 2001, bringing in more than US$ 150 million to Jordan’s economy.  
 
Likewise, it took around four years after the US-Jordan Free Trade Agreement 
(JUSFTA) generated an increase in exports from Jordan to the US. Even after the 
agreement was signed in 2001, the amount of the export to the US under the 
JUSFTA programme was less than US$ 30 million per year until 2004. From 2005, 
however, it began to increase by more than US$ 200 million per year. Although there 
are many reasons why these agreements (the QIZ initiative, and JUSFTA) affected 
the increase of the export amount to the US, it is obvious that it takes time for certain 
trade programmes or policies to generate results. The Jordan Compact is still in a 
very early stage of implementation, and therefore ways should be explored to help 
the Compact to actively contribute the Jordanian economy also in the short run. 
 
Although it will take time for the intended effects of the Jordan Compact to take hold, 
there are actions that can and should be taken to create an enabling environment for 
Syrian refugees to become active participants in the Jordanian economy. In doing 
this, strategies can and should be adopted on two, closely interlinked, levels: in 
society in general and in the labour market. At the societal level, strategies should be 
adopted to reduce the “internal” barriers Syrian refugees are facing and that relate to 
psychosocial well-being. According to a study on the mental health of Syrian 
refugees in Jordan ‘fear’ is the most common psychological problem reported by 
Syrians in Jordan, followed by worry and grief.181 In another report, the Jordan 
Health Aid Society and International Medical Corps Agency found that “urban 
refugee men in Jordan frequently mentioned feeling depressed and ashamed of their 
inability to continue their education, and being forced by circumstance to work in very 
low paying and/or harsh jobs to help support their families”.182  Moreover, men, 
women and children report that these additional stressors exacerbate family tensions 
and have led to increased domestic violence.183 The consistent repetition of 'I had 
my own land, I worked for myself' during our FGDs with refugees is illustrative of the 
fact that there is a significant mental or emotional barrier for refugees to seek 
employment in any of the professions open to them. Moreover, spending every day 
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182	  UNHCR,	  2015.	  
183	  Ibid.	  
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with machines, in an alien environment, without knowing where or how this factory 
job is going to help them in the long turn is triggering mental insecurity.  
 
Although these types of internal barriers are not the focus of this report, the 
existence of they have to be considered in the development of a successful and 
comprehensive policy aimed at eliminating or reducing barriers in the labour market. 
Creating an enabling and welcoming host community is the most important and 
fundamental issue to stimulate Syrians to actively engage in the Jordanian society 
including seeking stable and formal job opportunities in the labour market. Therefore, 
it will be important that policies are aimed at supporting the process of overcoming 
worry and grief. Creating a welcoming environment and adopting host community 
policies that aim to increase social cohesion between refugee and host communities 
should be a priority. To this end, any policy aimed at addressing refugees’ situation 
should consider the implications for the host community and Jordanians. Indeed, 
introducing policies that may cause friction between refugee and host populations 
may constitute the single most important threat to the successful inclusion of 
Syrians, not only in the labour market, but in society as a whole. 
 
At the labour market level, which has been the focus of this report, strategies should 
address the main ‘external’ barriers for labour market participation of Syrian refugees 
identified in this paper. In our interviews and FGDs, we found that Syrian refugees 
are conflicted regarding whether or not to obtain a work permit. On the one hand, 
refugees are often motivated to obtain a work permit as it relieves their fears of being 
deported, sent back to the refugee camp, paid less money, or it serves as a legal 
protection when they are questioned by the police.184 On the other hand, based on 
personal experiences and stories they have heard, many refugees prefer to work 
informally without a work permit for a variety of reasons outlined in this report.  
 
If the chosen vehicle for the stated goal of the Jordan Compact of providing jobs to 
Syrian refugees - work permits - is to be successful, these work permits must be 
sufficiently attractive for Syrian refugees for them to choose them over informal work. 
There are several reasons why refugees would want to obtain work permits and 
other reasons why they may simultaneously view work permits as being 
disadvantageous. Having a work permit and a formal work contract is supposed to 
bring benefits that help ensure a person’s security - in the workplace and in society 
in general. However, this dynamic is not self-enforcing; public policies have to help 
forge and sustain the connection between holding a work permit and enjoying such 
benefits. Without such policies, certain groups of refugees may not feel sufficiently 
attracted to the prospect of holding a work permit. 
 
In other words, offering work permits to Syrian refugees is not enough. Rather, work 
permits must lead to enough reduction of uncertainty - including, but not limited to, 
uncertainty about refugees’ legal status, their working conditions, how their wages 
will cover daily living expenses, how they can get to and from work safely and 
without incurring additional costs, how they can combine work with household and 
caregiving responsibilities - in order for refugees to be incentivized to seek formal job 
opportunities. This applies to all sectors in which Syrian refugees are allowed to 
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work. This report, however, has outlined the specific uncertainties related to the 
export sector that must be addressed. The following section provides specific 
recommendations to overcome these barriers.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The extensive analysis of 41 semi-structured one-on-one interviews and five FGDs, 
as well as sociodemographic data and other studies on Syrian refugees in Jordan 
reveals eleven barriers that pose challenges when Syrian refugees pursue a work 
permit and sustainable livelihoods. This section presents a number of 
recommendations, incorporating the views expressed by stakeholders and the 
voices of the refugees, which we believe will help minimise these barriers. 
 
In brief, the recommendations involve: (i) improve processes and reduce costs 
associated with employment (work permits, social security and leave permits); (ii) 
reduce information asymmetries about these processes as well as about job 
opportunities in the labour market; (iii) increase the participation of non-Jordanians in 
restricted sectors; (iv) increase productivity and competitiveness of the export 
industry; and (v) improve working conditions, especially for women. 
 
Divided between these five groups of recommendations, twelve specific 
recommendations are associated with the multiple barriers previously identified (see 
Figure 10 below). These twelve recommendations are expected to generate twelve 
outcomes, which also have been categorised under the same the five groups of 
recommendations. Figure 11 (overleaf) illustrates the interaction of 
recommendations and expected outcomes that are described in more detail below. 
 
FIGURE 10: Barriers faced by Syrian refugees in pursuit of work permits and 
sustainable livelihoods.  
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As shown in Figure 12 below, these recommendations aim to address the barriers 
identified in this report and help build an enabling and supportive environment for 
Syrian refugees in Jordan. The recommendations are expected to increase capacity 
on the demand side (employers) to ‘welcome’ Syrians to the workforce, and enhance 
the incentives and motivations on the supply side (Syrian refugees) to seek work 
opportunities (‘increase in labour market participation’) in the export industry.  
 
It is important to highlight that the potential outcomes from these policies are 
expected to benefit not only Syrians but also Jordanians and other migrant workers, 
based on the holistic perspective of improving the development of the host 
community as a pathway to improve Syrian refugees participation in Jordan’s labour 
market. 
 
 
Figure 12: Towards an enabling and supportive environment for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan   
 
 
 

 
 
 

I. Improve processes and reduce employment costs  
 
i.1. Facilitate processes for obtaining MoI cards 
  
One of the main barriers that refugees identified in obtaining a work permit was the 
difficulties in acquiring the necessary documentation – most notably the MoI card – 
that is required to apply for work permits. The lack of documentation is for many 
refugees also an important barrier in obtaining the MoI card. A first step in facilitating 
the process of obtaining work permits would therefore be to simplify the process of 
obtaining an MoI card. Indeed, as noted in an NRC report: “To obtain new MoI cards, 
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refugees in these categories have to go through a special process that is relatively 
obscure and inaccessible”.185 To address this, government agencies could work 
more closely with UNHCR in establishing the identities of refugees and accept other 
identity documents than passports, such as UNHCR-issued identification, for the 
purpose of obtaining an MoI card. 
  
Another barrier to accessing MoI cards is the fact that refugees who have left camps 
without leave permits are ineligible to obtain the card. To address this problem, more 
information should be provided in camps, through community gatherings and other 
communication channels, about the consequences of leaving camps without the 
permits and how it may affect their chances of obtaining formal work in the future. 
However, many refugees, despite knowing about these types of consequences, are 
still willing to leave without the permits. Therefore, information dissemination should 
be coupled with policies aimed at facilitating regularization of status for people who 
have left camps irregularly. Legal pathways to obtaining work permits and MoI cards 
should be provided to urban refugees who have not obtained the necessary 
documentation to leave camps. At the very least, they must be ensured that they will 
not face deportation if they turn to authorities for assistance. At the moment, there 
seems to be a significant fear among refugees that this will happen. In our interviews 
with expert stakeholders, we received contradictory responses whether deportations 
and forced relocations back to camps still happen or not.  
  
i.2. Substitute work permit costs and social security contributions with a tax 
on firms' revenue or profits 
 
Considering that work permit fees and social security contributions are significant 
barriers and constitute important sources of fiscal revenues, it is necessary to find 
ways to ease the burden caused by them without affecting its associated fiscal 
revenues. 
 
The associated cost of work permit has been waived until December 2017. However, 
before the waiver of the work permit fee, the fees were fixed per sector, constituting 
a fixed cost per worker per year, independently of her or his wage. This fixed cost 
was a strongly regressive fee, and placed a proportionately larger burden on those in 
low-wage jobs in Jordan, such as Syrian refugees.  
 
Regarding the social security costs, according to many stakeholders, the main 
information problem regarding social security relates to who bears the responsibility 
for paying for it, and about its portability. Even though the rule is clear on the 
responsibility and portion of the social security costs, social security costs represent 
an additional cost to the formal employment relationship, and constitute a strong 
barrier, either if they are to be paid by the employer and employee, or irregularly 
charged to the employee only.  
 
One way to eliminate this barrier would be to substitute the work permit costs and 
social security contributions with a tax on firms’ revenues or profits, calibrating the 
level of the tax to reach the same level of fiscal revenue obtained ex ante. 
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This is, of course, not a simple measure, but a structural one, and requires a 
significant level of study on Jordan's private sector conditions in order to determine 
the best way to implement it. One possibility would be, e.g., to have different tax 
levels across different sectors. But it may deliver a set of advantages over the 
current structure of Social Security contributions based on the payroll and of fixed 
annual work permit fee per worker. The most immediate effect would be to avoid the 
probability that these costs are beared by the workers as a cost associated to their 
employment186 , through informal mechanisms as the ones described before or 
through a formal and implicit discount on the wages paid. Additionally, it reduces the 
marginal cost per additional worker in the economy – with a stronger proportionate 
reduction for lower-wage jobs, since work permit fees are fixed per sector. 
 
Finally, this substitution may also distribute the costs of these fiscal revenues in a 
more fair way across the society: intensive-labour firms, which usually face lower 
profit margins – such as the garment sector - would contribute less than they 
contribute today, while more capital-intensive firms, which usually face higher profit 
margins – such as the financial sector – would increase their share of contribution. 
 
i.3. Ease leave permit process for refugees in camps 
  
One of the obstacles for job-searching for refugees who reside in camps includes the 
leave permit requirement. The process of obtaining the leave permit in itself needs to 
be smoother, with more centres in camps where these can be obtained so as to cut 
down waiting times. Moreover, lengthening the time for which leave permits are valid 
(from the current two weeks) would provide increased incentives to spend the time 
and efforts to obtain one, as refugees would not have to go through the same 
procedure every other week. Such a policy would also be welcomed by the 
employers who reported that the requirement for refugees to go back to the camp 
every second week to renew their leave permit constituted a barrier for them. 
 

II. Reduce labour market and work permit information asymmetries 
 
ii.1. Build a one-stop system to provide job-related information and services 
 
Syrian refugees in Jordan often lack full or coherent information about labour market 
regulations includes information about the process and costs of obtaining a work 
permits as well as costs and portability of social security costs. 
  
In order to avoid these uncertainties and the associated costs, it must be assured 
that (i) the information about these regulations obtained through various mechanisms 
by Syrian refugees and employers is coherent, and (ii) that whenever the conduct of 
any of these parties do not follow the specified regulations, their enforcement can be 
easily claimed by any of them. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
186	  Since	  the	  substitution	  proposed	  does	  not	  prevent	  the	  employers	  from	  bearing	  these	  costs,	  they	  are	  to	  

represent	  either	  a	  reduction	  of	  the	  firms'	  profits	  or,	  for	  example,	  a	  reduction	  of	  wages	  or	  even	  an	  increase	  
of	  the	  firm's	  	  products	  prices,	  depending	  on	  the	  conditions	  the	  firm	  faces	  on	  its	  products'	  'market	  and	  on	  
the	  labour	  market.	  However,	  distributing	  this	  cost	  among	  these	  possibilities	  seem	  to	  be	  a	  more	  favorable	  
option	  to	  the	  workers	  than	  keeping	  them	  associated	  to	  the	  payroll	  and	  to	  the	  employment	  relationship.	  
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There are many ways to do this. One way to streamline the information would be to 
guarantee that all information about work permits and social security is centralised in 
one very simple government webpage, with all the traditional mechanisms 
(frequently asked questions, online support) to dissolute doubts. There should be no 
other official source that conflict with this centralised webpage. This one-stop system 
would help intensify information dissemination to refugees and governmental 
institutions around the rules and regulations around fees related to work permits and 
social security, as well as on the rights of employees. A strong effort should be made 
to publicise this webpage across the government bureaucracy, through traditional 
and social media and through folders distributed in government agencies and 
workplaces. 
 
In order to guarantee everyone the opportunity to lodge a complaint whenever she or 
he perceives that the regulations are not being followed, a possible approach would 
be to create a hotline, or an electronic form linked to the centralised webpage 
described above to enable anyone to easily generate a formal or anonymous 
complaint. This would need to ensure that every complaint received by the 
government generates an adequate response. 
 
ii.2. Facilitate labour market intermediation 
  
Information asymmetries in Jordan’s labour market present challenges to refugees’ 
labour market participation. Syrian refugees are not fully aware of the available job 
opportunities, and employers lack information about the geographical distribution 
and skills characteristics of the Syrian labour force. A solution to this challenge may 
be the creation of a labour market intermediation service, either publicly or privately 
provided, to connect refugees and employers. 
 
These services, also categorised as "Labour Market Intermediaries", can be defined 
as “entities or institutions that interpose themselves between workers and firms to 
facilitate how workers are matched to firms”.187 In this sense, a classical format of a 
labour intermediation service consists of agencies that collect information about job 
vacancies with firms as well as information about workers looking for jobs, and 
based on this information suggest matching possibilities. This format alone would 
strongly minimise the coordination problem in the labour market. 
 
It is important to mention that, additionally, the creation of a service like this allows 
for a more precise identification of training and capacity needs, which can be very 
useful not only to the inclusion of the Syrian refugee population in the Jordanian 
labour market but also for Jordanian and other migrant workers. 
 
ii.3. Conduct information sessions for refugees in camps 
 
A complementary way to increase refugees’ job-searching opportunities - especially 
for refugees living in camps - as well as information about the availability of work 
outside the camp is to have employers conducting information and recruitment 
sessions for refugees in camps. In interviews with UNHCR, it emerged that a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
187	  Autor,	  2009.	  
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process of decoupling the work permit application process from that of the leave 
permit is underway in camps, including by inviting companies to the camps. This 
seems to be a positive process that should be encouraged and facilitated.  
 

III. Increase the participation of non-Jordanians in restricted 
sectors 
 
Many formal sectors such as sales, warehouse works, medical, and electricity 
professions are not open to refugees and this is one of the reasons why many Syrian 
refugees prefer to stay in the informal sector. The Jordanian labour law restricts or, 
in some cases, even totally prevents the employment of migrant labour force in 
specific sectors, and only in exceptional circumstances, foreigners  are allowed to 
work in restricted sectors. Therefore, development partners, such as UN Women, 
DFID, and IRC, suggest that opening up additional sectors to Syrians will enable 
more Syrian refugees to participate in the Jordanian job market. Opening up or 
expanding the participation of non-Jordanian workers in these sectors is a politically 
sensitive issue because of the high unemployment rate among Jordanians, 
amounting to around 14.7% in the second quarter of 2016.188 However, if sectors 
related directly or indirectly to the export industry suffer from a shortage of Jordanian 
workers, opening up these sectors will create more opportunities for Syrians without 
threatening the position of Jordanians in the labour market. As some stakeholders 
mentioned, it may be difficult to generate 200,000 jobs in the export industry alone. 
Nevertheless, a more practical approach could help generate more jobs in the 
industry and related sectors, which would eventually contribute to reach the target of 
the Jordan Compact. 
 
 

IV. Increase productivity and competitiveness of the export 
industry 
 
iv.1. Reduce demand and supply side costs 
  
The low wages especially in the garment sector is a main barrier to a higher labour-
force inclusion of Syrian refugees in the export industry. While manufacturers in the 
less labour-intensive export sectors can and do provide higher wages, the number of 
new jobs created by these less labour-intensive factories will be limited unless the 
Jordan Compact brings additional investment into the sector. Moreover, there are 
many informal workplaces that offer higher wages than the export industry - instead 
of pursuing employment in factories, Syrian refugees pursue other alternatives to 
earn income. 
 
Therefore, it is necessary to find a way to make the employment in the export 
industry more attractive to Syrian refugees. An easy solution would be - and one that 
would please Syrian and Jordanian workers- to further increase minimum wages, 
most notably in the garment sector. However, there are concerns that an increase in 
wages will impact the competitiveness of the export industry. The Ministry of 
Planning and one garment factory mentioned that the increase in wages may lead to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
188	  Boston	  Consortium	  for	  Arab	  Region	  Studies,	  2017.	  
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Jordan losing competitiveness when compared to countries such as Tunisia, 
Morocco, and Ethiopia. In addition, any new attempt at increasing minimum wages 
would likely be met with strong opposition from employers in the industry. Employers 
participating in a Jordan Garment Sector Alliance meeting in Amman in March 2017 
raised concerns with regards to potential increased minimum wage levels, claiming 
that it would negatively affect their businesses. Thus, a number of stakeholders 
preferred other methods to address this issue.  
 
Against this backdrop, we recommend an alternative approach that can create fiscal 
space to raise the wage for the demand side, and can increase the net wage (wage 
after the fees) received by the supply side. If the companies hiring Syrians (and 
Jordanians) can cut other expenses, there will be more space to raise wages and 
create better working conditions in order for the companies to attract more Syrians 
(and Jordanians). Likewise, if the expenses connected to Syrian refugee labour 
could be reduced, it increase Syrians net wage. In this way, Syrians’ wage level 
requirement (JD 300 per month) could be met, which would reduce their preference 
for working in the informal sector. Examples of possible reduction of fees: 

 
Overall, the reduction in fees will ease the wage gap between the supply side and 
demand side, decreasing the Syrian refugees’ preferences to seek work 
opportunities in the informal sector, and make the export industry more attractive to 
Syrians and Jordanians. Thus, it will also help eliminate the barrier related to the 
quota faced by employers. 
 
iv.2. Establish satellite factories in urban settings and refugee camps 
 
Refugees interviewed in urban settings and camps continuously pointed to 
prohibitive commuting distance and costs as a key barrier to seeking job 
opportunities in the factories. For camp refugees, obtaining a leave permit 
constituted another barrier to exploring formal work opportunities in the export 
industry. To address these issues, some employers are already operating satellite 
factories. According to the General Trade Union of Workers in Textile, Garment and 
Clothing Industries Jordan, satellite factories in the garment sector employ 3,684 
workers (3,478 Jordanians, 206 migrants) out of a total of 69,278 employees.189 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
189	  Total	  number	  of	  workers	  in	  garment	  sector-‐Jordan	  (2016/1/1-‐2016/12/31),	  General	  Trade	  Union	  of	  

Workers	  in	  Textile,	  Garment	  and	  Clothing	  Industries	  Jordan	  	  
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Against this backdrop, we recommend expanding the satellite factories to urban 
areas and into the refugee camps. The costs involved with operating the satellite 
factories will be borne by employers. However, as the Ministry of Industry, Trade, 
and Supply explained, expanding satellite factories may offset the cost incurred by 
employers by allowing them to hire more Syrians and Jordanians. With the 
establishment of satellite factories in urban settings, Syrians and Jordanians can 
contribute to the development of the host community. 
 
Given issues related to the expenses of operating satellite factories, such expansion 
may only work for businesses that can set up a satellite factory without a huge 
infrastructure investment. In this way, these factories can minimise their cost while 
attracting more labour. Other companies can outsource some of their manufacturing 
processes to refugees in cooperation with NGOs or stakeholders. This can also be 
done as a part of CSR (corporate social responsibility) activities. For example, IKEA 
in cooperation with the Jordan River Foundation, plans to establish a production 
centre, using existing Jordan River Foundation’s production centres, and hire Syrian 
refugees to work in the woven process of crafted products. The products will be 
launched in Jordan and then expanded for sale globally.190 
 
The idea of satellite factories is also aimed at addressing existing societal attitudes 
towards women’s employment. While it remains unclear if there is a specific policy or 
set of policies by NGOs, donor agencies and the government to address the 
pervasive cultural and social barriers restricting Syrian refugee women from pursuing 
formal employment, the general consensus remains that bringing jobs to the homes 
of Syrian refugee women would increase their participation in the garment sector. 
The idea to expand the satellite factories to encourage Syrian and Jordanian women 
to work in the garment sector has received positive responses from different 
stakeholders. As mentioned above, while employers have to consider the costs of 
production associated with the establishment of such units, the argument made in 
favor of satellite units focuses on the premise that one successful model is all that is 
required to create a positive image around work in the industry.191  
 
However, the idea of expanding satellite factories (including outsourcing some of the 
manufacturing processes to refugees) should be done with a compliance monitoring 
system in place, which ensures these units meet international labour standards and 
national labour law, health, and safety condition, quality control, and labour 
environment. If satellite factories  fail to meet such conditions set by appropriate 
compliance monitoring systems, local manufacturers will not be able to expand their 
exports to the EU market as well as attract Syrian workers to work in these factories.  
 
iv.3. Invest in logistics infrastructure 
  
Factories, particularly in the garment industry, tend to be located far from refugee 
hosting communities - thus, requiring many hours of commuting a day. This situation 
is exacerbated by inadequate infrastructure that is beginning to crumble under the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
190	  IKEA	  aims	  to	  take	  200,000	  people	  out	  of	  poverty	  in	  massive	  social	  sustainability	  drive,	  for	  more	  

information	  see,	  https://www.dezeen.com/2017/04/18/ikea-‐massive-‐social-‐sustainability-‐drive-‐
production-‐centres-‐refugee-‐camps-‐jordan	  
191	  Interview	  with	  JGATE.	  
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increased use and lack of funds for maintenance. Commuting is not an irresoluble 
barrier, and commuting by itself is not necessarily a problem. However, it is 
prohibitive when combined with other barriers including low wages in the export 
industry and a higher wage opportunities in the informal sector identified in this 
report. The paucity of transportation infrastructure further exacerbates the 
commuting experience.  
 
Investment in satellite factories in host communities for labour intensive sectors, 
such as the garment sector, would open up a more conducive space for refugees 
and employers to negotiate other issues such as wages and working arrangements. 
As outlined above, satellite factories are just one option for creating a more robust 
and attractive package of incentives for both Syrian, and Jordanian, workers. In 
addition to investment in satellite factories, investment in infrastructure development, 
especially the maintenance and expansion of more heavily trafficked roadways 
connecting Mafraq, Irbid, and Zarqa governorates, is essential. Investment in public 
projects has proved to have far-reaching economic benefits; these projects can 
serve not only to improve commuting, but also to provide employment in a sector 
reserved for Jordanians.  

 
V. Improve working conditions, especially for women 
 
v.1. Create an enabling environment for women at work 
 
By accommodating women’s concerns about working in factories, employers would 
be able to create a more enabling environment for Syrian refugee women to thrive at 
the workplace. For example, several refugee women we talked to mentioned that 
they would not like to work in an environment where they would be in contact with 
other men, as this would not be accepted in their community. Some of the factories 
we talked to expressed that they would be willing to create an environment that 
would be more welcoming to Syrian refugees. One factory is already providing 
Syrian food in an effort to attract and retain Syrian workers. 
 
Thus, there is a reason to believe that some of these factories would be willing to 
take steps that would accommodate Syrian women’s particular preferences. As a 
first step, it would be a good to map some of these concerns and distribute this 
information to employers, in order to improve the understanding of what type of 
measures would incentivise women to seek job opportunities in their factories. It 
might also help alleviate some of the negative connotations and shame associated 
with having a wife working outside of  the home. To this end, recent efforts by factory 
owners to establish child care facilities at factories is a positive step. Women are 
more likely to stay at home in order to look after their children; therefore, the 
provision of childcare facilities at factories is essential to foster a supportive 
environment for Syrian refugee women and enable them to pursue work 
opportunities without having to worry about care work. 
 
v.2. Strengthen current efforts to improve working conditions 
  
From interviews with refugees, one of the main barriers to Syrian refugees’ inclusion 
into the formal labour market is the perception of and reality of suboptimal working 
conditions, specifically harassment and discrimination at work. In order to facilitate 



Examining Barriers to Workforce Inclusion of Syrian Refugees in Jordan 

  

 70 

the entry of Syrian refugees - especially women - into the workforce, this issue must 
be adequately addressed. The implementation of operational complaint mechanisms 
for all workers in the workplace is an important measure to ensure accountability and 
this would alleviate some of the concerns faced by Syrian refugees. Existing policies 
must also be disseminated and enforced. In cases where refugees still feel unsafe in 
the workplace, embracing programming that would allow them to do piecework from 
home should be investigated. The idea of piecework could potentially accommodate 
those with disabilities and the elderly who might not be able to work in factories. 
However, it is important to note that this has potential downsides such as the 
possibility of engaging child labour and inconsistent product quality. Hence, similar to 
the satellite factory, it is important to implement piecework only if and when labour 
conditions and product quality meet relevant compliance standards. 
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ANNEX  

 

Focus group discussion guides 
 
 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION:  

MALE AND FEMALE REFUGEES IN ZAATARI 

 

Composition:  

Participants of male Community Gathering (quantity estimated at 35) 

Participants of female Community Gathering (quantity estimated at 35) 

 

Schedule: 

Group 1: All - 35 minutes 

 

Location:  

Zaatari Refugee Camp 

 

All participants 

 

PROMPT 1: 

I would like to begin by welcoming you to this focus group, we greatly appreciate you 

being here. Before we begin we would like to introduce the team, the purpose of our 

research, and how the information will be used. 

 

PROMPT 2:  

My name is…  

I am from…  

I study…  

 

PROMPT 3: 

We are doing research from Columbia University in New York City with Better Work 

Jordan. We are trying to identify the barriers to Syrian refugees accessing work and 

greatly value your opinions in helping us understand this better. We hope to improve 

work opportunities and access to work for Syrian refugees.  

 

PROMPT 4: 

This information will be used to compile a report that will be shared with  Columbia 

University, Better Work Jordan, UN agencies in Jordan, and departments of the 

Jordanian government. Again, it’s overall purpose is to understand the struggle that 

Syrian refugees are facing when finding and keeping work with the hopes to change 
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or create policies to make things easier. But we must remind you that we are not 

here to give you jobs, we do not have this power. 

 

PROMPT 5: 

All participants will remain anonymous and nothing you say will be voice or video 

recorded. Your names, location, or any information associated with you will not be 

shared with any entity whatsoever. 

 

We would like to take a few pictures, if you would not like to be in any photos, please 

let us know and we will not take your photo or any photos at all. 

 

Do you have any questions? 

 

PROMPT 6: 

● When we begin we will: 

● Welcome intake form (5 min) 

● Icebreaker (10 min) 

● Everyone together (1 hr) 

● Group 2 will be invited to eat if they wish while Group 1 is in session (45 min) 

● After eating and after Group 1 is finished with their session, Group 2 will be 

invited into session and Group 1 will be invited to have lunch (45 min) 

 

PROMPT 7: 

If you agree to participate, you are welcome to stay with us. If you at any point feel 

that you no longer wish to participate, you are welcome to withdraw. Please do not 

be shy about this, we understand and will not be offended. Your comfort is our 

priority. 

 

Thank you for coming here to be with us today. We greatly appreciate your presence 

and look forward to learning about your experiences. 

  

We will begin by filling in this Welcome Intake Form (5 min) 

 

QUESTION 1: 

PREAMBLE:  

First of all, we would like to understand what kind of work you did back in Syria, 

whether it be through a formal employer or work you did on your own to earn money. 

 

QUESTION:  

Could you tell us about what work you did in Syria and how long you did it?  

 

PROBE: 

● What area(s) did you work in? 

● Did you have an employer or were you self-employed? 
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● If you did not work, what were the reasons? 

 

QUESTION 2 

PREAMBLE:  

We would also like to understand how Syrians earn a living here in Jordan and your 

experiences. 

 

QUESTION: 

For those who have worked previously or are currently working in Jordan, 

what do you do, where, and for how long?  

 

PROBE: 

● What area do you work in? 

● Do you have an employer or are you self-employed? 

 

QUESTION 3A-B 

PREAMBLE: 

We hear different stories about how easy or difficult it is to find a job as a Syrian in 

Jordan.  

 

QUESTION 3A: 

How did you find your job and what were the difficulties if any?  

 

PROBE: 

● Why would you say it was difficult? 

● How do you look for jobs?  

● Do you receiving support in looking for a job, from for example a government 

agency or NGO?  

● What additional support do you think is needed to help you find a job? 

● For those who have work permits, can you share with us how you obtained 

it? What were the challenges, if any? 

 

QUESTION 3B: 

Do you think that men and women face the same challenges in trying to find 

work?  

 

PROBE: 

● Do you think women should work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women want to work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women who want work face unique challenges? If so, what do 

you think they are? 

 

QUESTION 4A-C: 

PREAMBLE:  
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Last year, the Jordanian government announced that it would grant 200,000 work 

permits to Syrians to work in factories in development zones, but it seems very few 

Syrians are working in them.  

 

QUESTION 4A: 

Do you know about these factories and if so can you please tell us about them 

and how you learned about them?  

 

PROBE: 

● What do you know about the salaries, working hours, and benefits?  

● What do you know about the working conditions? 

● What do you know about the benefits and social security? 

● Are the factories far from where you live? What type of transportation would 

you take to get there and how much would it cost? 

 

QUESTION 4B: 

Given what we have spoken about, by a show of hands, who would apply for a 

work permit to work in a factory and why? 

 

QUESTION 4C: 

Given what we have spoken about, by a show of hands, who would NOT apply 

for a work permit to work in a factory and why? 

 

PROBE: 

● What would change your mind? 

 

CLOSING: 

Thank you very much for sharing your insights with us, we are very appreciative. 

Everyone did very great work and we will be using your insights in our report. 

 

We would now like to invite those who are not employed to eat until our second 

round of discussions begin in 40 minutes. For those who are employed, we would 

like you to stay with us for a short discussion and will bring you tea shortly. 

 

 
FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION:  

PART 1: EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED MEN 

PART 2: EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED WOMEN 

 

Composition:  

Part 1: Formally or informally employed (6) and unemployed (7) men 

Part 2: Formally or informally employed (6) and unemployed (7) women 

 

Schedule for each part: 
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Group 1: All - 1 hour 

Group 2: employed - 45 min 

Group 3: unemployed - 45 min 

 

Location:  

Princess Basma Centre, Mafraq 

 

Group 1 - All  

 

PROMPT 1: 

I would like to begin by welcoming you to this focus group, we greatly appreciate you 

being here. Before we begin we would like to introduce the team, the purpose of our 

research, and how the information will be used. 

 

PROMPT 2:  

My name is…  

I am from…  

I study…  

 

PROMPT 3: 

We are doing research from Columbia University in New York City with Better Work 

Jordan. We are trying to identify the barriers to Syrian refugees accessing work and 

greatly value your opinions in helping us understand this better. We hope to improve 

work opportunities and access to work for Syrian refugees.  

 

PROMPT 4: 

This information will be used to compile a report that will be shared with  Columbia 

University, Better Work Jordan, UN agencies in Jordan, and departments of the 

Jordanian government. Again, it’s overall purpose is to understand the struggle that 

Syrian refugees are facing when finding and keeping work with the hopes to change 

or create policies to make things easier. But we must remind you that we are not 

here to give you jobs, we do not have this power. 

 

PROMPT 5: 

All participants will remain anonymous and nothing you say will be voice or video 

recorded. Your names, location, or any information associated with you will not be 

shared with any entity whatsoever. 

 

We would like to take a few pictures, if you would not like to be in any photos, please 

let us know and we will not take your photo or any photos at all. 

 

Do you have any questions? 
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PROMPT 6: 

● When we begin we will: 

● Welcome intake form (5 min) 

● Icebreaker (10 min) 

● Everyone together (1 hr) 

● Group 2 will be invited to eat if they wish while Group 1 is in session (45 min) 

● After eating and after Group 1 is finished with their session, Group 2 will be 

invited into session and Group 1 will be invited to have lunch (45 min) 

 

PROMPT 7: 

If you agree to participate, you are welcome to stay with us. If you at any point feel 

that you no longer wish to participate, you are welcome to withdraw. Please do not 

be shy about this, we understand and will not be offended. Your comfort is our 

priority. 

 

Thank you for coming here to be with us today. We greatly appreciate your presence 

and look forward to learning about your experiences. 

  

We will begin by filling in this Welcome Intake Form (5 min) 

 

ICEBREAKER (10 min) 

[Everyone will be asked to introduce themselves and something interesting about 

themselves] 

 

[The participants will be randomly split into group 1 and 2 and each group will be 

asked to put together a picture that relates to working in Jordan. After completing the 

puzzle, members of each group will be asked to explain their picture and what they 

think it represents. This exercise will be described as something that will represent 

what is going to be touched upon in our upcoming discussion; each piece of the 

puzzle is important, and that all of them together paints a wider picture. This is to 

show that each of their experiences is unique and important and that all of them 

together are critical to understanding some kind of unified but diverse experience. 

Working together is the only way we can see this picture in its full reality.] 

 

QUESTION 1: 

PREAMBLE:  

First of all, we would like to understand what kind of work you did back in Syria, 

whether it be through a formal employer or work you did on your own to earn money. 

 

QUESTION:  

Could you tell us about what work you did in Syria and how long you did it?  

 

PROBE: 

● What area(s) did you work in? 
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● Did you have an employer or were you self-employed? 

● If you did not work, what were the reasons? 

 

QUESTION 2 

PREAMBLE:  

We would also like to understand how Syrians earn a living here in Jordan and your 

experiences. 

 

QUESTION: 

For those who have worked previously or are currently working in Jordan, 

what do you do, where, and for how long?  

 

PROBE: 

● What area do you work in? 

● Do you have an employer or are you self-employed? 

 

QUESTION 3A-B 

PREAMBLE: 

We hear different stories about how easy or difficult it is to find a job as a Syrian in 

Jordan.  

 

QUESTION 3A: 

How did you find your job and what were the difficulties if any?  

 

PROBE: 

● Why would you say it was difficult? 

● How do you look for jobs?  

● Do you receiving support in looking for a job, from for example a government 

agency or NGO?  

● What additional support do you think is needed to help you find a job? 

● For those who have work permits, can you share with us how you obtained 

it? What were the challenges, if any? 

 

QUESTION 3B: 

Do you think that men and women face the same challenges in trying to find 

work?  

 

PROBE: 

● Do you think women should work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women want to work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women who want work face unique challenges? If so, what do 

you think they are? 

 

QUESTION 4A-C: 
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PREAMBLE:  

Last year, the Jordanian government announced that it would grant 200,000 work 

permits to Syrians to work in factories in development zones, but it seems very few 

Syrians are working in them.  

 

QUESTION 4A: 

Do you know about these factories and if so can you please tell us about them 

and how you learned about them?  

 

PROBE: 

● What do you know about the salaries, working hours, and benefits?  

● What do you know about the working conditions? 

● What do you know about the benefits and social security? 

● Are the factories far from where you live? What type of transportation would 

you take to get there and how much would it cost? 

 

QUESTION 4B: 

Given what we have spoken about, by a show of hands, who would apply for a 

work permit to work in a factory and why? 

 

QUESTION 4C: 

Given what we have spoken about, by a show of hands, who would NOT apply 

for a work permit to work in a factory and why? 

 

PROBE: 

● What would change your mind? 

 

CLOSING: 

Thank you very much for sharing your insights with us, we are very appreciative. 

Everyone did very great work and we will be using your insights in our report. 

 

We would now like to invite those who are not employed to eat until our second 

round of discussions begin in 40 minutes. For those who are employed, we would 

like you to stay with us for a short discussion and will bring you tea shortly. 

 

Group 2 - Employed 

 

QUESTION 1A-B: 

PREAMBLE: 

We would like to know a little more about how you like your work. 

 

QUESTION 1A: 
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By a show of hands, who is satisfied/happy with the work they are doing? Can 

you tell us why? 

 

PROBE: 

● Please feel free to discuss the kind of work, salary, work hours, distance, 

safety, skills match etc. 

 

QUESTION 1B: SENSITIVE must gauge whether or not to ask 

By a show of hands, who is NOT satisfied/happy with the work they are doing? 

Can you tell us why? 

 

PROBE: 

● What makes it hard? 

● Please feel free to discuss the kind of work, salary, work hours, distance, 

safety, skills match etc. 

 

QUESTION 2: 

PREAMBLE: 

We would like to know about what it is like to hold a job in Jordan as a Syrian 

refugee. 

 

QUESTION: 

How easy or difficult is it for you to keep your job? 

 

PROBE: 

● What are the challenges you face? (legal, distance, informality, etc.) 

● What would make it easier? 

 

QUESTION 3: 

PREAMBLE: 

Before we finish this discussion, we would like to hear your recommendations for 

how work could become more easily accessible for Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

 

QUESTION AND EXERCISE: 

How do you think that the challenges you’ve mentioned, including [insert brief recap] 

can be overcome? Who should be involved in helping overcoming these and how? 

(ie: salary, working conditions, working hours, transport etc.) 

 

EXERCISE FORMAT: 

1. The challenges that were identified throughout the FGD will be put on large 

papers as headers.  

2. Participants will be asked to write on a post-it what solution(s) they would like 

to see under the first challenge. 

3. The participants will then be asked to explain what they each came up for that 
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challenge and then place their post-it under it. 

4. As each consecutive solution is being placed under the challenge, participants 

will be asked to group them with other solutions on the paper that are similar, 

if any. This way as the solutions are gathered, all can begin to see where their 

solutions congregate. 

5. Steps 2-4 will be repeated for all challenges. 

6. The team will discuss the results. 

 

QUESTION 4: 

Lastly, is there anything anyone would like to add before we finish for today? 

 

CLOSING: 

Thank you very much for sharing your insights with us, we are very appreciative. 

We would now like to invite you all to eat while we speak with the other group. Thank 

you all once again.  

 

GROUP 3 - Unemployed 

 

QUESTION 1A-B: 

PREAMBLE: 

We would like to know a little more about the reasons that you are not working, if 

you’re trying to find work, and what the challenges you are facing.  

 

QUESTION 1A: 

Do you want to work? If no, can you tell us the reasons? 

 

PROBE: 

● Are some of the reasons concerned with disability/age, child care, distance, 

legality, culture etc? 

● We heard that some refugees may not want a work permit because they think 

that they will become ineligible for assistance from the UNHCR, or they might 

no longer be able to move on from Jordan. What do you think about such 

worries?  

 

QUESTION 1B: 

For those who would like to work, what would you like to do? 

 

PROBE: 

● What do you think prevents you from getting the job you want?  
● Do you think your skills match the work that is available? 

 
QUESTION 2: 
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We would like to know about what it is like to hold a job in Jordan as a Syrian 

refugee. 

 

QUESTION: 

For those who had jobs but are currently not working, can you tell us about 

what the reasons are?  

 

PROBE: 

● What are the difficulties in keeping a job? (legal, distance, informality, etc.) 

 

QUESTION 3: 

PREAMBLE: 

Before we finish this discussion, we would like to hear your recommendations for 

how work could become more easily accessible for Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

 

QUESTION AND EXERCISE: 

How do you think that the challenges you’ve mentioned, including [insert brief recap] 

can be overcome? Who should be involved in helping overcoming these and how? 

(ie: salary, working conditions, working hours, transport etc.) 

 

EXERCISE FORMAT: 

1. The challenges that were identified throughout the FGD will be put on large 

papers as headers.  

2. Participants will be asked to write on a post-it what solution(s) they would like 

to see under the first challenge. 

3. The participants will then be asked to explain what they each came up for that 

challenge and then place their post-it under it. 

4. As each consecutive solution is being placed under the challenge, participants 

will be asked to group them with other solutions on the paper that are similar, 

if any. This way as the solutions are gathered, all can begin to see where their 

solutions congregate. 

5. Steps 2-4 will be repeated for all challenges. 

6. The team will discuss the results. 

 

QUESTION 4: 

Lastly, is there anything anyone would like to add before we finish for today? 

 

CLOSING: 

Thank you very much for sharing your insights with us, we are very appreciative. 

 
 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION:  

QEZ EMPLOYED MEN AND WOMEN 
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Composition:  

Employed men (4) and employed women (12) 

 

Schedule: 

Group 1: All - 1.5 hour 

 

Location:  

Dulayl 

 

Group 1 - All  

 

PROMPT 1: 

I would like to begin by welcoming you to this focus group, we greatly appreciate you 

being here. Before we begin we would like to introduce the team, the purpose of our 

research, and how the information will be used.  

 

PROMPT 2:  

My name is…  

I am from…  

I study…  

 

PROMPT 3: 

We are doing research from Columbia University in New York City with Better Work 

Jordan. We are trying to identify the barriers to Syrian refugees accessing work and 

greatly value your opinions in helping us understand this better. We hope to improve 

work opportunities and access to work for Syrian refugees. 

 

PROMPT 4: 

This information will be used to compile a report that will be shared with  Columbia 

University, Better Work Jordan, UN agencies in Jordan, and departments of the 

Jordanian government. Again, it’s overall purpose is to understand the struggle that 

Syrian refugees are facing when finding and keeping work with the hopes to change 

or create policies to make things easier. But we must remind you that we are not 

here to give you jobs, we do not have this power. 

 

PROMPT 5: 

All participants will remain anonymous and nothing you say will be voice or video 

recorded. Your names, location, or any information associated with you will not be 

shared with any entity whatsoever. 

 

We would like to take a few pictures, if you would not like to be in any photos, please 

let us know and we will not take your photo or any photos at all. 
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Do you have any questions? 

 

PROMPT 6: 

● When we begin we will: 

● Welcome intake form (5 min) 

● Icebreaker (10 min) 

● Everyone together (1.5 hr) 

● We will all eat together after our discussion 

 

PROMPT 7: 

If you agree to participate, you are welcome to stay with us. If you at any point feel 

that you no longer wish to participate, you are welcome to withdraw. Please do not 

be shy about this, we understand and will not be offended. Your comfort is our 

priority. 

 

Thank you for coming here to be with us today. We greatly appreciate your presence 

and look forward to learning about your experiences. 

  

We will begin by filling in this Welcome Intake Form (5 min) 

 

ICEBREAKER (10 min) 

[Everyone will be asked to introduce themselves and something interesting about 

themselves] 

 

[The participants will be randomly split into group 1 and 2 and each group will be 

asked to put together a picture that relates to working in Jordan. After completing the 

puzzle, members of each group will be asked to explain their picture and what they 

think it represents. This exercise will be described as something that will represent 

what is going to be touched upon in our upcoming discussion; each piece of the 

puzzle is important, and that all of them together paints a wider picture. This is to 

show that each of their experiences is unique and important and that all of them 

together are critical to understanding some kind of unified but diverse experience. 

Working together is the only way we can see this picture in its full reality.] 

 

QUESTION 1: 

PREAMBLE:  

First of all, we would like to understand what kind of work you did back in Syria, 

whether it be through a formal employer or work you did on your own to earn money. 

 

QUESTION:  

Could you tell us about what work you did in Syria and how long you did it 

for?  

 

PROBE: 
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● What area(s) did you work in? 

● Did you have an employer or were you self-employed? 

● If you did not work, what were the reasons? 

 

QUESTION 2 

PREAMBLE:  

We would also like to understand how Syrians earn a living here in Jordan and your 

experiences. 

 

QUESTION: 

For those who had a job in Jordan before working in the factories, what did 

you do, where, and for how long? 

 

PROBE: 

● What area do you work in? 

● Did you have an employer or were you self-employed? 

 

QUESTION 3A-B 

PREAMBLE: 

We hear different stories about how easy or difficult it is to find a job as a Syrian in 

Jordan.  

 

QUESTION 3A: 

How did you find your previous and current job, and what were the difficulties 

if any? 

 

PROBE: 

● Why would you say it was difficult to find work? 

● How did you look for jobs?  

● Did you receiving support in looking for a job, from for example a government 

agency or NGO?  

● What additional support do you think is needed to help others find a job? 

 

QUESTION 3B: 

Do you think that men and women face the same challenges in trying to obtain 

work?  

 

PROBE: 

● Do you think women should work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women want to work? Why or why not? 

● Do you think women who want work face unique challenges? If so, what do 

you think they are? 

 

QUESTION 4: 
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We would like to know about how you got your work permit and what made the 

process easy or difficult. 

 

QUESTION: 

Can you please tell us about the different steps involved in getting your work 

permit. What made it easier? What made it harder? 

 

PROBE: 

● What documents did you need? 

● How many different groups were involved (ie: employer, NGO, etc.) 

 

QUESTION 5A-B: 

PREAMBLE:  

Last year, the Jordanian government announced that it would grant 200,000 work 

permits to Syrians to work in factories in development zones, but it seems very few 

Syrians are working in them.  

 

QUESTION 5A: 

What were the reasons that you applied to work in a factory? 

 

PROBE: 

● Could it be salary, working hours, benefits, work conditions, distance, etc.? 

● Did you get additional training for your job? Who provided the training? 

 

QUESTION 5B: 

Why do you think many Syrian refugees are not applying to work in these 

factories? 

 

PROBE: 

● Could it be salary, working hours, benefits, work conditions, distance, better 

informal work?  

 

QUESTION 6A-B: 

PREAMBLE: 

We would like to know a little more about how you like your work. 

 

QUESTION 6A: 

By a show of hands, who is satisfied/happy with the work they are doing? Can 

you tell us why? 

 

PROBE: 

● Please feel free to discuss the kind of work, salary, work hours, distance, 

safety, skills match etc. 
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QUESTION 6B: SENSITIVE, must gauge whether or not to ask. 

By a show of hands, who is NOT satisfied/happy with the work they are doing? 

Can you tell us why? 

 

PROBE: 

● What makes it hard? 

● Please feel free to discuss the kind of work, salary, work hours, distance, 

safety, skills match etc. 

● Would you rather be doing something else? 

 

QUESTION 7: 

PREAMBLE: 

We would like to know about what it is like to hold a job in Jordan as a Syrian 

refugee. 

 

QUESTION: 

How easy or difficult is it for you to keep your job? 

 

PROBE: 

● What are the challenges you face? (legal, distance, work hours, salary, etc.) 

● What would make it easier? 

 

QUESTION 8: 

PREAMBLE: 

Before we finish this discussion, we would like to hear your recommendations for 

how work could become more easily accessible for Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

 

QUESTION AND EXERCISE: 

How do you think that the challenges you’ve mentioned, including [insert brief recap] 

can be overcome? Who should be involved in helping overcoming these and how? 

(ie: salary, working conditions, working hours, transport etc.) 

 

EXERCISE FORMAT: 

1. The challenges that were identified throughout the FGD will be put on large 

papers as headers.  

2. Participants will be asked to write on a post-it what solution(s) they would like 

to see under the first challenge. 

3. The participants will then be asked to explain what they each came up for that 

challenge and then place their post-it under it. 

4. As each consecutive solution is being placed under the challenge, participants 

will be asked to group them with other solutions on the paper that are similar, 

if any. This way as the solutions are gathered, all can begin to see where their 

solutions congregate. 

5. Steps 2-4 will be repeated for all challenges. 
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6. The team will discuss the results. 

 

QUESTION 9: 

Lastly, is there anything anyone would like to add before we finish for today? 

 

CLOSING: 

Thank you very much for sharing your insights with us, we are very appreciative. 

Everyone did very great work and we will be using your insights in our report. 

 

 

 

We would now like to invite those who are not employed to eat until our second 

round of discussions begin in 40 minutes. For those who are employed, we would 

like you to stay with us for a short discussion and will bring you tea shortly. 

 

 
Thank you for agreeing to be part of this Focus Group Discussion. We appreciate 

your participation very much. Please use the next 10 minutes to fill out the 

information below. All information provided will remain anonymous. 

 

1a. Age: 

_______________ 

 

1b. Gender:  Male / Female.  

 

2. Place of birth? (NOTE: This question should be omitted for FGDs in Zaatari) 

 

_______________ 

 

3. Education level: Primary School / Middle School / High School / Diploma or 

Certificate / Bachelors, Masters / PhD 

 

4. Employment status: Employed / Unemployed  

 

4b. If employed, what is your occupation? 
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___________________________________________________________________

___________ 

 

4c. If employed, where do you work? 

 

___________________________________________________________________

__________ 

 

4d. If not employed, do you earn money?  Y / N  

 

 

 

5a. Are you a financial support to anyone? Yes / No 

 

5b. If yes, how many people do you support? ____________ 

 

5c. How many people are working in your household?  

Person 1: Gender:   M / F  Age:                     Relationship to 

you:________________________ 

Person 2: Gender:   M / F  Age:                     Relationship to 

you:________________________ 

Person 3: Gender:   M / F  Age:                     Relationship to 

you:________________________ 

Person 4: Gender:   M / F  Age:                     Relationship to 

you:________________________ 

 

6a. Do you have a Jordanian work permit? Yes / No 

 

6b. If not, would you like to have a work permit and why or why not? Yes / No 

___________________________________________________________________

_______  

___________________________________________________________________

_______ 
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