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We explored if and how, Arab refugee 
women create sustainable community 
based solutions to poverty alleviation in 
their host nations of Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey. We used mixed methods to collect 
data from both stakeholders and Iraqi, 
Palestinian and Syrian refugee women living 
in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey as follows:

THE ARAB REFUGEE WOMEN’S 
ENTERPRISES

Without exception, all 125 enterprises within our 
sample operated within typically feminised 
sectors such as baking, catering and food 
production, traditional crafts, tailoring, 
embroidery, cosmetics and hairdressing. 

At the start of the data collection in April 
2017, only 12.1% of the overall sample 
reported that their businesses were registered. 
However, a year later, this had grown to 
17.3%. Overall, 34.2% of participants in 
Turkey had registered businesses, 15% in 
Jordan, and 2.5% in Lebanon.  Despite this, 
57.8% of all participants believed they did not 
have the right to register their business-
es because they are refugees. As such, the 
majority of enterprises within this study were 
operating with the informal economy of their 
host nation.

Stakeholder Focus Group Discussions in Jordan, Lebanon 
and Turkey: 
January 2017

Individual Interviews with 150 Iraqi, Palestinian and Syrian 
refugee women in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey:
April - July 2017 

Follow up Stakeholder Focus Group Discussions in Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey: 
September  2017

Follow Up Survey with 150 Iraqi, Palestinian and Syrian 
refugee women in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey:
April - July 2018

Poverty alleviation and women refugees in the Middle East: 
empowerment through grassroots micro-entrepreneurship?
2019

“We were threatened and my 
brother was kidnapped, and 
beaten up. We used to come to 
Jordan on holidays because we 
like the atmosphere. It's a dif�cult 
thing to leave all your possessions, 
house and even your money and 
property and leave your home 
with only a bag in your hand. We 
were threatened with a gun shots 
and they mentioned [our 
daughter’s] name, that she would 
be kidnapped if we didn't leave 
the country within 48 hours … 
We wondered how are we going 
to reach Jordan? … But God 
destined safety for us.”  

“When I decided to come to Lebanon, there 
was no hesitation.  I had a main goal in mind 
because war happened in my own house.  Bullets 
fell on my bed then the balcony. The balcony was 
gone.  All signs of life were gone.  Electricity was 
cut off, I did not have any water.  When the 
[con�ict] events �rst started, they started near my 
house ...  I used to see dead bodies of young men 
all over the place … There was a butcher in the 
area, [during the explosions] all his lambs �ew 
everywhere.  Imagine getting a piece of meat right 
on your balcony. I started screaming. I became 
hysterical … I thought it was dooms day or an 
earthquake.  You feel that the world has come to 
an end … There were a lot of stories that affected 
me.  You hold a piece of �esh in your hand.  You 
see an arm or an eye or a leg. I started crying, I 
had a reaction.”  

“We got smuggled here with my kids … It was 
very dif�cult. We suffered ... We suffered.  When 
rockets started falling in our neighbourhood and 
everywhere, we were afraid. I was not afraid of death, 
but I was afraid to lose one of my children.  That was 
the only thing that controlled us. We had to come 
here.  It was not our choice; we had nowhere else to 
go.  The situation was bad even in the suburbs of 
Aleppo ...  There was no stability … For a year rockets 
were falling on our houses.  It was the worst time 
ever. At the end we were very scared to lose the 
children and to stay alive.  That thought stayed in my 
head.  It doesn’t matter, if we die, we die together.  
But the idea of my husband and children to die in 
front of me was the thing that pushed me. From the 
moment I left Aleppo for Turkey I cried for a year, 
daily. Because life is tough here and no one has mercy 
on you or your feelings”.
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 PHASE 1 | 2017: initial interview with 51 women entrepreneurs
PHASE 2 | 2018: follow-up survey with 42 women entrepreneurs

 

 Iraqi
33.3%

35.3%
Syrian 

21.6%
Palestinian 

9.8% Jordanian of
Palestinian origin 

JORDAN

ENTERPRISE SECTORS
• catering & food production
• embroidery
• tailoring
• accessory making
• cosmetics & hairdressing

GENDER BASED 
VIOLENCE
Arab women refugee entrepre-
neurs in Jordan were the most 
likely to report having experi-
enced verbal and psychological 
abuse. Fewer women reported 
experiencing sexual harass-
ment, physical violence and 
crime. No women reported 
experiencing sexual assault. 

66.7%

48.7%

26 women 

19 women 

81.%

Business positively affects family 
responsibilities.
 

Business positively affects childcare 
responsibilities 

Business ownership positively affects 
them as refugee women. 
 

POSITIVE ASPECTS

34 women

 B E T W E E N  2 0 1 7  &  2 0 1 8
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College / vocational
University   
Other

Closed  
Shrunk 
Stayed the same 
Grown 

EDUCATION  SIZE OF BUSINESS

24

2

7

9

• Registering the business 
• Opening up a bank account 
• Instability in income and inability to save  
• Marketing products 
• Difficulty in getting micro-funding 

CHALLENGES FACED BY 
WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS

6 women gained a new 
education qualification 

22 gained a new 
professional qualification 

11 women gained part 
time employment 

5 gained full time 
employment

only 2 women 
partnered with a local and 
registered their business. 



Interview with 50 women entrepreneurs
 

 Palestinian
38%

42%
Syrian 

20%
Palestinian refugees 
from Syria 

LEBANON

ENTERPRISE SECTORS
• Seamstress shops 
• Clothing’s shops 
• Beauty salons 
• Mini-markets 
• Homemade foods 
• Other 

83.7%

Reported that the business affected their 
family responsibilities positively

Reported that the business positively affects 
them as refugee women 

Reported that the business positively affects 
them as wives

Reported that the business positively 
affects them as mothers

POSITIVE ASPECTS OF BUSINESS OWNERSHIP

CHANGES IN THEIR BUSINESS AND INCOME:

68.4% 

82.5% 

87.1%   

82.4%  

The majority of the 
women reported that 
business ownership 
affected their lives 
positively: 

Average monthly income 
from the micro-enterprise of US$446
38.9% reported being the largest 
contributor to their household income

Mean number of years 
participants have owned their 
business 5.8

47.4%

of the women 
reported that they 
have expand-
ed their business 
to include more 
products/services 

47.5%
of the women 
reported that the 
contribution of 
their business 
income to their 
household had 
grown from 2017 
to 2018 

45%

of the women 
reported that the 
income from 
their business had 
grown from 
2017 to 2018

32.5%

of the women 
reported that their 
debts had 
grown from 
2017 to 2018

32.5%70%

of the women 
reported that 
they had no 
savings or were 
not able to save 



 Syrian
39%

TURKEY

INCOME

Police

97.7%
Food & Water

88.4%
General Medical Care

Reproductive health services

Police 

83.7%
Accomodation

44.2%

44.2%

ACCESS TO SERVICES 

 Iraqi
59%

2%
Palestinian 

75%

Changes in business income

Grown a lot 
Grown 
Stayed the same
Shrunk 
Shrunk a lot 

51.2

18.6

18.6

74

43 women were interviewed in Turkey in the Phase I and Phase II interviews.  

IMPACTS OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP

POSITIVE EFFECTS BUSINESS REGISTERED
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34.2%
15%
2.6% Lebanon

Jordan

Turkey

Women interviewed in 
Turkey were the most likely 
to report that they had very 
easy access to general 
medical care (88.4%), 
reproductive health services 
(44.2%), police (44.2%), 
food and water (97.7%), 
and accommodation 
(83.7%).

Business ownership appears to 
have had some positive effects on 
the women’s lives. The majority 
reported that their business 
ownership had positively affected 
them as refugee women to a 
great extent (69.8%), 74.2% of 
the women reported that their 
business ownership had affected 
them positively as wives to a 
great extent, and 72.2% of 
women reported that their 
business ownership had affected 
them positively as mothers to a 
great extent

Women interviewed in Turkey were more than 
twice as likely to report that their business had 
closed in the last year compared to women interviewed 
in Jordan and Lebanon.

Women interviewed in 
Turkey were also the 
most likely to report that 
their business was 
registered 34.2% 
compared to women 
interviewed in Jordan 
15.0% and Lebanon 
2.6%.

In their current enterprises, Arab 
refugee women interviewed in Turkey 
earned an average of 

$580.17USD in a typical 
month (minimum $33.83USD, 
maximum 5074.50USD)

Nearly three-quarters of 
the women interviewed 
in Turkey reported that 
their business income 
had grown or stayed 
the same.

Overall, 67.4% of women interviewed in Turkey reported that it was somewhat or very dif�cult for 
them to access supports from NGOs or MFOs. Virtually none of the women interviewed in Turkey 
reported that NGO support had led to changes in their business (2.3%).


