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Preface

Ralf Hexel

Coping with Uncertainty: Youth in the Middle East and North Africa, a 
project of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, was produced in partnership with 
the University of Leipzig, Kantar Public (formerly TNS Infratest Politik-
forschung), TNS Morocco, and research centres and polling institutes in 
the respective countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).1 A 
scientific advisory board of renowned researchers from the MENA region 
and Germany developed the scientific concept for the study and the 
questionnaire used.2 The University of Leipzig drafted the comprehensive 
questionnaire of approximately 200 questions in close cooperation with the 
scientific advisory board and the other project partners.

The study is oriented towards two overarching questions: What does 
the situation look like for the youth six years after the so-called Arab 
Spring?3 How do young people deal with the new insecurities and uncer-
tainties of their everyday lives? An attempt is made to close knowledge 
gaps with a wide range of questions, because the everyday situation of 
young people in the MENA region has never been thoroughly investi-
gated transnationally and systematically, and, to date, only limited find-
ings have been available.

1. The study has also been published in Arabic –  (Beirut, Dar 
al-Saqi, 2018) – and in German – Zwischen Ungewissheit und Zuversicht. Jugend im Nahen Osten 
und in Nordafrika (Bonn, Verlag J.H.W. Dietz, 2017).
2. The members of the scientific advisory board were Prof. Dr Mathias Albert (University of 
Bielefeld), Prof. Dr Asef Bayat (University of Illinois), Professor Emeritus Dr Hajo Funke (Free 
University of Berlin), Prof. Dr Jörg Gertel (University of Leipzig), Dr Sonja Hegasy (Leib-
niz-Zentrum Moderner Orient, Berlin), Dr Ghassan Khatib (Birzeit University, Ramallah), 
Prof. Dr Rachid Ouaissa (University of Marburg), Prof. Dr Hassan Rachik (Université Hassan 
II, Casablanca), Junior Professor Dr Nadine Sika (American University of Cairo), and Dr Isa-
belle Werenfels (Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, Berlin).
3. The term ‘Arab Spring’ is controversial, both in the region as well as in international scholarly 
debate, because the seasonal connotation of spring as the beginning of an imminent positive 
time or development. The authors of the study are aware of this but have decided to use the term 
despite this ambivalence. 
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For the survey, interviews were conducted with some 9,000 young 
people aged 16–30 in eight countries in the MENA region: Bahrain, Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia, and Yemen, as well as Syr-
ian refugees living in Lebanon. Thus some 1,000 young people from each 
country, including Syrian refugees, consented to be interviewed in summer 
2016 for sixty minutes. In addition, qualitative interviews were conducted 
in winter 2016/17, because not all aspects of everyday life, values, and social 
orientation can be assessed in purely quantitative terms. The names of these 
respondents have been changed for publication.

The MENA region is in a state of fundamental crisis and upheaval charac-
terised by military conflicts, terrorist attacks, state collapse, and long-run-
ning socio-economic problems. This affects young people in unique ways. 
The authors of the study therefore chose ‘insecurity’ and ‘uncertainty’ as 
key terms for capturing and describing their situation. Insecurity applies to 
living conditions and the availability of resources, while uncertainty con-
cerns how they deal with the future as regards their hopes and dreams.

Young people in the MENA region often face the challenge of dealing 
with fear-filled insecurities in their everyday lives, but at the same time they 
have hopeful visions of the future. This publication presents examples of 
how they function in increasingly difficult and conflict-laden circumstances 
and find solutions to the problems they face. It is noteworthy that the 
majority of these young adults remain confident about the future despite 
economic disadvantage, lack of political participation, and the pervasive 
sense of insecurity that varies from country to country. This is particularly 
surprising given the disappointed hopes of the Arab Spring uprisings of 
2010–11, in which young people in particular were involved. Although 
their economic situation and social participation have since declined, they 
are often optimistic about life. Fewer than 10 percent of young people are 
firmly intent on emigration. Due to their difficult situations, however, they 
are torn between constantly recurring thoughts of emigration and their 
strong bonds to their families and their homeland.

Young people are the key players in shaping the future of the MENA 
region. Those aged 15–29 now account for 30 percent of the population, 
their highest percentage ever. Their attitudes, values, and visions are clear 
indicators of possible future developments in the societies in which they 
live. While the political and economic situations in the MENA countries 
currently offer little room for optimism, the results of the study paint a pic-
ture of young people who are better educated than ever, who are strongly 
attached to their homeland, who have a positive approach to life, and 
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who are ready to take responsibility and engage socially. The prevailing 
authoritarian power structures in the majority of their countries, however, 
prevent them from effectively contributing their talents, knowledge, and 
commitment in shaping their own lives and their societies. The region will 
experience stability and development only if young people are able to par-
ticipate politically and economically in shaping the future. For this to occur 
requires success in establishing more inclusive societal models.

The present study provides an empirically based contribution to the 
debate on young people in the MENA region, helping frame it by presenting 
a broader set of information. The results of the study represent an invitation 
to further discussion and comparisons of current insights in light of the 
new findings presented here.

On behalf of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, I would like to thank all of 
the institutions and individuals that contributed to the preparation of the 
study. Under sometimes very difficult conditions, they found a way to con-
duct interviews and otherwise communicate with thousands of young peo-
ple in the MENA region, to record and evaluate relevant data, and to analyse 
these data scientifically. Through admirable teamwork and coordination, 
contributors from eleven countries produced an assessment that represents 
a major contribution to the study of young people in the MENA region.

I would like to thank the following people in particular: the members 
of the scientific advisory board, whose knowledge and expertise laid the 
foundation for the scientific quality of the study; the study co-editor Prof. 
Dr Jörg Gertel from the University of Leipzig, whose conceptual and sub-
stantive contributions significantly shaped the study; my colleague Dr Frie-
derike Stolleis, who coordinated the study’s editorial work and also made 
important contributions to its content; and Helmut Dietrich, who coordi-
nated the surveys in the participating countries under difficult conditions.

The survey results underlying this study, which have been summarised 
in tables and graphics, are available at http://www.fes.de/lnk/youth-study.
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Youth in the MENA Region, 2016–17

Jörg Gertel

Coping with Uncertainty: Youth in the Middle East and North Africa 
addresses two questions: What does the situation look like for youth six 
years after the so-called Arab Spring? How do young people deal with 
the new insecurities and uncertainties of their everyday lives? In recent 
years, terrorism, armed conflicts, and wars have become more prevalent 
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), while economic conditions 
and labour markets have deteriorated in many Arab states, often hitting 
young people the hardest. The actual situation of youth, however, is largely 
unknown inside as well as outside the MENA region. In the wake of the 
social and political upheavals of 2011, renewed interest emerged about the 
region’s young people, often regarded as the protagonists of the Arab Spring 
uprisings. Numerous studies, national surveys, and small-scale analyses 
have been published, but systematic, transnational research on the MENA 
youth, based on intensive and comparable individual interviews, has not, 
however, been conducted – until now.

The empirical findings of this study reveal the various uncertainties 
faced by young people in the MENA region. Two structural dynamics coin-
cide in their lives. On the one hand, adolescence, a sensitive period in life, 
is characterised by the insecurity of finding one’s own position and role in 
society. The transition to adulthood is uncertain at many stages even under 
the best of circumstances. On the other hand is the more recent situation of 
precariousness and unstable social conditions that has rendered the period 
of youth in the region even more difficult. Insecurity manifests itself as 
exposure to violence and a lack of resources, hindering one’s capability to 
act. Therefore, while insecurity affects these youths’ everyday lives, uncer-
tainty relates to the future. What kind of tactics and strategies help young 
people cope with angst-producing uncertainty and permit them to live 
confident lives? 



2 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

This publication provides answers to this question and presents the key 
results of some 9,000 interviews of young people in the Arab world aged 
16–30.1 The aim of the study is to open up space to analyse the situation of 
youth in the Arab world more comprehensively than previously possible. 
The focus is on eight countries, which allows for examining a wide range of 
daily life in the MENA region: Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, 
Palestine, Tunisia, and Yemen. In addition, young Syrian refugees living in 
Lebanon were included to discern issues and problems concerning migra-
tion and flight in the region.

This chapter introduces the surveyed countries and target groups, fol-
lowed by discussing the study’s design, including the context of current 
youth research. The individual chapters of the present volume and findings 
are then summarised.

The MENA Region
Any multi-country study must address the question of whether individual 
states can be meaningfully compared at all. The development discourse offers 
insight into juxtaposing national developments. Identifying, measuring, and 
comparing the so-called development status of countries, as in Table 1.1 for the 
MENA countries, has been controversial for decades. One position assumes 
incommensurability, arguing that non-comparable entities and often un-mea-
surable properties are forcibly and incorrectly related to one another by an 
arbitrary application of numerical indicators (Crush 1995; Escobar 1995). In 
contrast, another position emphasises that only through aggregated statis-
tical statements can non-observable phenomena be identified, categorised, 
and investigated (Simon 2006). Finally, there are considerations that topics 
and topologies, regardless of the methodology by which they are examined, 
are shaped discursively. They are coined, for instance, by power asymmetries, 
political desires, or economic interest (Pieterse 2001). In post-colonial situa-
tions, like in the Arab world, this may result in the establishment and perpet-
uation of a supposed inferiority of countries through improper comparisons 
(Sachs 1992). These arguments should be kept in mind when countries under 
consideration are classified on the basis of statistical criteria.

For several years, levels of development have been measured accord-
ing to the Human Development Index (HDI), which examines income in 
addition to life expectancy and education (see Table 1.1). According to HDI 

1. Additional empirical findings by country are available online, http://www.fes.de/lnk/youth-
study.
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categories, Bahrain has a very high level of development, in 2013 ranking 
forty-fourth worldwide. Lebanon, Jordan, and Tunisia have achieved a 
high level of development, while Palestine, Egypt, and Morocco are at a 
mid level. Yemen has a low level of development, ranked 154th globally. The 
countries in this study thus represent the spectrum from wealthy to poor 
and in this way frame various different conditions that affect young people.

National incomes in the MENA region are quite unequal. In Bahrain, 
which serves as an example of a prosperous country, citizens earn threefold 
the per capita income of the Lebanese and more than tenfold the average 
income of Yemenis. In terms of demographics, Egypt is the largest country, 
with more than 80 million inhabitants, and Bahrain, with 1.3 million, is 
the smallest. At the same time, Bahrain, like Lebanon and Jordan, is highly 
urbanised, while in Yemen, Morocco, Egypt, and Tunisia, rural areas and 

 15

Table 1.1 Development Indicators of Arab Countries

Bah-
rain

Leba-
non

Jordan Tuni-
sia

Pales-
tine

Egypt Mo-
rocco

Ye-
men

Syria

Human 
development

Very 
high

High Medium Low

HDI Rank 44 65 77 90 107 110 129 154 118

HDI Index (2013) 0.82 0.77 0.75 0.72 0.69 0.68 0.62 0.50 0.66

GDP (2011–2013) 42,400 16,600 11,400 10,800 4,500 10,700 7,000 4,000 10,700

Population (2013) 1.3 4.8 7.3 11.0 4.3 82.1 33.0 24.4 21.9

Urban population 89 88 83 67 75 44 58 34 57

Literacy rate 95 90 98 80 96 74 67 66 85

Guest worker
remittances 
(% GDP)

.. 18 12 4 .. 6 7 4 3

Youth 
unemployment

5 17 29 35 41 34 19 34 36

Internet users 88 61 41 41 .. 44 55 17 24

Source Arab Human Development Report (UNDP 2016).

Note All figures are rounded | The table includes the countries investigated in the recent study; Syria was added in 
order to portray the situation before the armed conflicts in 2011. HDI Index = Human Development Index and is based 
on three indicators: life expectancy, education, and income. GDP = Gross Domestic Product (per capita in US dollars, 
calculated on the basis of purchasing power parity). Population is expressed in millions of people. The urban popula-
tion is given as a percentage of the total population. The literacy rate is reported as a percentage of the total popula-
tion that is 15 years of age and older. Remittances from guest workers are represented as a percentage of GDP. Youth 
unemployment is expressed as a percentage and refers to the age group of 15–24 (2008–2013). It should be noted here 
that it is diff icult to measure unemployment, because hardly any formal, institutionalised vocational training exists in 
the MENA region; additionally, the line between work and non-work, as well as between paid work within and outside 
of the formal sector – with oft en changing activities, fluctuating work periods, and payments in the informal sector – 
is very diff icult to draw (see Chapter 7). Internet users are displayed as a percentage of the total population for 2012.
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agriculture still play important roles. Moreover, the Arab countries vary 
in their dependence on remittances, tourism, and foreign investment. In 
recent years, however, the economic situation has worsened in the region 
overall, and youth unemployment rates are high.

Terrorist attacks, armed conflicts, and war continue to shape the every-
day lives of many people. Yemen is affected on multiple fronts – by war, 
hunger, starvation, and the spread of infectious diseases. In summer 2017, 
some seven million people suffered from acute malnutrition, and more 
than 300,000 suspected cases of cholera were reported. Syria is crumbling 
into spheres of influence and conflict zones, and hundreds of thousands 
of people have been killed by acts of war. Another 12 million people have 
fled: Syrians have become internally displaced persons or refugees in 
neighbouring countries, including in Lebanon. Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
represent an extremely vulnerable group that has increasingly become part 
of everyday reality in the MENA region.1 Meanwhile, Palestine continues 
to be shaped by Israeli occupation, and in many other places the security 
situation is tense. 

The Study
In view of the political upheavals and problematic security situation in 
some MENA countries, simultaneously conducting thousands of face-to-
face interviews lasting more than an hour each represents a conceptual as 
well as a logistical challenge. Nevertheless, within the framework of the 
present study, approximately 9,000 young people aged 16–30 were inter-
viewed over the course of a few weeks in summer 2016 (see Appendix I: 
Methodology) Three characteristics shape the sample: covering a variety of 
stages in young people’s lives; the ability to make comparisons among and 
between countries; and the representative nature of the study including the 
weighting factors at work.

Given the wide age range of the sample, people at different phases of life 
and responsibility are covered. On the one hand are the group of young peo-
ple who still live with their parents (69 percent), and on the other the group of 
young adults who live with their partners (29 percent).2 The latter are mostly 
married and in some cases have children of their own. Those living with their 

1. In 2014, 41 percent of forcibly displaced people worldwide were recorded as being in Arab 
countries, although they represent only 5 percent of the global population. In addition, for each 
person who dies in armed conflict, three to fifteen others die indirectly from illnesses, medical 
complications, and nutritional deficiencies (UNDP 2016: 39). 
2. A small group, 2 percent, live in other configurations. 
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parents see themselves primarily as youth (95 percent), as do those with their 
own households (83 percent). Only a small group of them classify themselves 
as adults (17 percent). This suggests that about two-thirds of interviewees 
are tied closely to their parents: they live together, eat together, or support 
each other financially. In short, they still form a unit of reproduction. This 
economic, social, and emotional interdependence on their families of origin 
also holds for young adults with their own households. The structure of the 
sampling thus allows for the empirical investigation of the transitions from 
childhood to the adult world and the processes shaping this passage. The 
process includes, for example, transitioning from education and training to 
professional life, establishing a partnership or marriage, moving from the 
parents’ home, and starting a family and having children. This alone makes it 
clear that ‘youth’ as a single group does not exist. As noted, even the majority 
of married people still consider themselves to be youth.

The structure of the sample – 1,000 respondents per country – allows for 
comparing and contrasting the findings between countries. All overarching 
information – for example, averages for the 9,000 respondents – relates to 
the nine target groups (i.e. eight countries and the group of Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon). This generates the effect of each country being equally import-
ant, independent of the aspect examined. For example, aspects of demo-
graphically tiny Bahrain are compared with populous Egypt, which has 63 
times more inhabitants. Thus, while Bahrain and Egypt are vastly different 
in population size, in terms of economic activity, one can see that the citi-
zens of Bahrain earn an average of four times as much income as Egyptians. 
However, the overarching findings should not be viewed as representative 
of the entire MENA region or of the Arab countries. Rather, they represent 
the study universe of the nine target groups, whereby each country and the 
Syrian refugees are attributed the same weight. Moreover, the sample size 
only allows limited analysis of internal differences within each country. In 
addition, one should keep in mind that spatially manifested differences 
within countries are more sensibly understood from settlement sizes than 
in relation to administrative distinctions between urban and rural areas, 
which are delineated differently from country to country (see Table 1.1). 

Three weighting factors structured the sampling of respondents. The 
selection of respondents and the subsequent weighting ensured that gen-
der ratio and age distribution correspond to each country’s actual demo-
graphics, and the regional distribution of the sampling also corresponds, 
with a few exceptions, to the distribution of the population according to 
national administrative units (see Appendix). While gender relations and 
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age distribution are balanced and in accordance with national distributions, 
the empirical findings reveal considerable internal segmentations among 
young people (Table 1.2). For example, they are quite different in terms of 
family status and education. Depending on the country, 43 to 87 percent 
are single, while 13 to 55 percent are already married. As for education, in 
Bahrain, for example, 56 percent of respondents are students, while only 
2 percent of the Syrian refugees are. Employment status also varies. In the 
majority of countries, 13 to 23 percent of young people work for pay, while 
in Lebanon 34 percent are employed; and 44 percent of the Syrian refugees  16

Table 1.2 Characteristics of Surveyed Youths and Young Adults

Bah-
rain

Leba-
non

Jordan Tuni-
sia

Pales-
tine

Egypt Mo-
rocco

Ye-
men

Syrian 
Refugeesd

Human 
development

Very 
high

High Medium Low

Men/Women 51/49 52/48 52/48 50/50 51/49 51/49 50/50 52/48 50/50

Age (Ø) 23 23 23 23 22 23 23 23 24

Arabic as native 
language

100 99 100 100 100 100 93 100 99

Knowledge of 
English

 94 60  20  44  30  28 14   5 10

Describes self 
as youth

 96 88  100b  95  95  85 93  92 83

Educationa

 – Low   1 14  14  10   4  25 26  49 64

 – Medium  20 21  46  28  27  30 35  15 26

 – High  79 65  40  62  69  45 39  36 10

Marital Status

 – Single  73 80  72  87  68  72 87  55 43

 – Married  26 19  27  13  31  27 13  43 55

 – Other   1  1   1   0   1   1  0   2 2

Occupation

 – Pupil/student  56 41   30c  39  42  32 44  26  2

 – Not working  21 25  57  44  35  49 42  61 54

 – Paid work  23 34  13  17  23  19 14  13 44

Questions 1, 3, 4, 11, 14, 22, 23, 25, 27, 65, 66, 67.

Note n=9,000 · All figures are displayed as percentages (except for ‘Age’, here the average age is given; ø = average). 
Rounding errors may occur. | a Education: in order to compare diff erent national educational systems, only the situ-
ation of the oldest group (26–30 Years; n=2,867) is considered here. ‘Low’ includes illiterates, those who are able to 
read and write, and everyone who has a primary school education; ‘Middle’ refers to everyone with an intermediate 
school education; and ‘High’ to everyone who gained at least high school education, including all those with a college 
degree. b In Jordan, only people who described themselves as ‘Youth’ participated in the survey. c For legal reasons, 
only people who were at least 18 years old participated in the survey in Jordan. Accordingly, the number of pupils is 
smaller. d Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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living there also work. Thus, very different national contexts characterise 
the situation of young people in the MENA region.

Concerning methodology, the quantitative statistical findings have 
been supplemented by the results of more than 100 qualitative surveys. At 
least ten were conducted in each country. These in-depth interviews were 
carried out during December 2016 and January 2017 and involved people 
who had previously participated in the quantitative survey (see Appendix, 
I: Methodology). The six-month gap between the quantitative and qualita-
tive surveys permitted discussion of the first empirical findings with young 
people. Individual statements from the interviews contextualise the find-
ings presented here. 

The following personal positions on the question of what constitutes 
youth are presented by way of introduction to highlight the spectrum of 
thought on being a youth and young people’s self-perceptions in the MENA 
region:

I think that part of youth is doing sports, going to clubs, travelling, 
and enjoying life. As a young person, I have dreams and plans that 
I want to achieve. I think about the future, about my children, and 
what I will provide for them, for example, what education they 
receive. 

Mariam, 26, married, works as a teacher in Bahrain (BA-3)1

In our time, to be young means to enjoy life, to continue with 
my studies, and at the same time to enjoy my life to the maxi-
mum. The time of youth is the most important in life. As young 
people, we are exposed to many events, and we gather many ex-
periences from different people. This allows us to plan for our 
future lives.

Hanna, 20, single, from Casablanca, Morocco (MA-10)

There is no doubt that the circumstances that determine our lives 
today are harder than ever before. I believe the previous genera-

1. The following codes represent the number of the qualitative interview undertaken in the re-
spective country (here: Bahrain; see also Appendix I: Methodology)
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tions had a more comfortable life compared to us. They lived their 
lifestyle in quieter and more stable times. Our lives are fundamen-
tally different from the start, because we grew up with revolu-
tions, unstable conditions in public spaces, the loss of security, the 
absence of the police, and the experience of several unexpected 
changes in government. 

Sara, 17, student, from Bani Suef, Egypt (EG-2) 

Youth is the basis of society and the foundation on which it is 
built. I mean that the young man is the one who establishes the 
family. He becomes the spouse and father, the brother who has a 
position in his country. In order to become a member of society, 
we must first find a job that permits a standard of living to estab-
lish a family, to start a career, and to have aspirations that can grow. 
At present, I believe young people have no aspirations, because we 
can’t find work. So how can we start a family, live, eat, or drink? 
We are not at all safe. Every day we hear of bombs. My sense of 
security has diminished because of many things. We are experienc-
ing all kinds of violent acts, like explosions and gun battles. When 
I go out into the streets, I’m not sure I’ll return home uninjured.

Muataz, 29, married, works in Giza, Egypt (EG-3)

As a young man, I am forced to work hard, here or elsewhere. 
Youth is a time for hard work. The future is unclear and unstable, 
but I hope for better living and working conditions and also with 
regard to living standards.

Samir, 26, Ramallah, Palestine (PS-4)

I regularly went to the internet cafe to meet people my age [on-
line], from here and from abroad, for example the USA. I know 
I work hard and live ‘hand to mouth’. I am not even able to 
improve my situation or to enhance my possibilities of buying 
an apartment. I do not mean that I feel like I’m worth less, but 
I do feel that they have better opportunities there than we have 
here. They work, and the state helps them, and their parents 
help them. I do not blame my father for it. It’s not his fault, 
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but we really struggle with the conditions. This is particularly 
true of the past five years – that is, the period after the revo-
lution and the poor economic conditions that we have at the 
moment. I have only one vocational school certificate, so I am 
far from thinking about getting married. This has now become 
almost impossible. Marriage means having an apartment and 
that means half a million Egyptian pounds [about 25,000 eu-
ros]. I don’t have that. It is hard enough to be well fed. I work 
just to be able to survive.

Ahmad, 20, works as an electrician in Egypt (EG-8)

These statements illustrate the dynamics of youth as a stage in life. For some, 
it is a time to enjoy life and fulfil dreams. For others, it means working hard 
and acting responsibly. For yet another group, what stands out is that being 
a youth today is not comparable to the experiences of earlier generations. 
Given the recent economic problems in the MENA region, young people 
face increasing difficulties in fulfilling their expected social roles, while 
at the same time their access to new media offers them the possibility of 
relating their individual situations to others’ experiences globally. These 
different positions are also apparent and are being addressed in the current 
research on youth.

Youth Research
Young people in the MENA region have rarely been the subject of social 
science studies. It is only in the postcolonial era – since the second half of 
the twentieth century – that ‘youth’ as a social category was conferred social 
relevance. Until then, the agrarian societies in the Middle East and North 
Africa primarily distinguished between children and adults. ‘Adolescence’ 
consisted of the very moment of passing from one life stage to the other, 
which was marked by such rituals (i.e. rites of passage) as marriage and the 
birth of one’s children. Two events – the al-Qaida attacks of 11 September 
2001 and the Arab Spring of 2010–11 – altered this outlook; public attention 
scale-jumped, shining an international spotlight on the young people of the 
region. 

In earlier times, the social significance of youth was only of a temporary 
or passing nature. It meant young men could be recruited for military ser-
vice, and youth repeatedly became the object of rhetorical engagements, for 
example, during independence movements and nation-building processes 
(Ouaissa 2014b; Hecker 2012). They also stood out in the 1970s and 1980s 
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during protest campaigns against state austerity measures (Walton and 
Seddon 1994), and they made their presence visible during the Palestinian 
uprising (first intifada) (Larzillière 2004). In short, positive and negative 
images about youths have alternated over the past few decades (Bayat 
2010b), but only in the new millennium did Arab youth attract interna-
tional attention. 

From the beginning, examinations of young people have been con-
cerned with encapsulating their experiences conceptually and empirically 
(Bourdieu 1980). Three questions are relevant here: What does the term 
youth represent? Is there a social category within society that can be 
meaningfully described as ‘youth’? If this category or class exists, how is it 
defined? 

The debate on youth in the MENA region has for a long time been 
concerned almost entirely with the so-called youth bulge – the growing 
demographic importance of young people – as a starting point for the 
formation of a new social class (Dhillon 2008). Indeed, the proportion of 
young people in MENA societies has never been as high as it is today: those 
aged 15–29 account for 30 percent of the Arab population (UNDP 2016: 22). 
Nevertheless, age classifications as social groups remain arbitrary; simply 
applying an age range hardly serves to adequately delineate social groups. 
Indeed, several developments intersect when examining the emergence of 
youth as a socially relevant group.

Among these developments, institutions of socialisation, such as schools 
and universities, have emerged to make formal education of young people 
a standardised and mass phenomenon. At the same time, a bundle of trans-
formations are shaping a new labour pool: agricultural labour is declining in 
importance; wage labour is replacing subsistence activities; child labour is 
increasingly shunned; and access to remunerated work is increasingly stan-
dardised. Simultaneously, urbanisation is growing rapidly, and a new leisure 
and consumer culture has emerged, often out of the urban fabric. Parallel to 
these socio-institutional changes responsible for forging youths as a social 
group, biological developments (i.e. puberty) and social transitions – such 
as the conclusion of one’s education, the start of professional life, entry into 
the military as well as moving out of the parental living space, marrying, 
and having children – play a role in delimiting and defining the phases of 
youth.

The extent to which young people as a social group play a role in the 
development of a specific youthful habitus, or lifestyle, remains question-
able (Bayat 2010b), as the sheer number of young people, with a multitude 
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of everyday practices and life plans, manifests as diversity rather than 
uniformity. Post-colonial studies reveal that social categories are not fixed 
per se, but are continuously negotiated based on divergent and converging 
interests. From this perspective, both youth identities and youth as a cate-
gory represent bundles of narratives within a plurality of discursive fields. 
This corresponds to the reflections of Bennani-Chraïbi (1994), who in the 
1990s labelled identity formation as bricolage culturel to describe the ‘con-
structed identities’ of Moroccan youth (see also Schaeffer Davis and Davis, 
1989).

With biographical transitions towards adulthood, in particular mar-
riage, increasingly being postponed, the conditions for identity formation 
have once again changed. More and more young people who leave school 
and remain unemployed, as well as university graduates, lack the resources 
to buy or rent an apartment, a precondition for marrying, as the interview 
with Ahmad from Egypt illustrates. Instead of entering the world of adult-
hood, young people remain in ‘waithood’ (Singerman 2007), a kind of 
precarious latency that greatly prolongs the duration of youth (Dhillon and 
Yousef 2009; Honwana 2013). This phase is characterised by ambivalence 
and uncertainty.

On the one hand, this phase is an expression of economic problems and 
involves forced dependencies on the family and an absence of self-deter-
mination. Due to lack of work, young people must continue living with 
their families, which entails much more than merely ‘waiting’. These young 
people are unable to disentangle or separate themselves from their narrow 
socialisation unit and to develop standing of their own. They become an 
enclosed group or ‘contained youth’ (Gertel 2017). On the other hand, this 
period may also generate creative and transformative potential. Identities 
may become more complex; different attitudes toward life unfold; and 
youth cultures develop. In contention with Mannheim’s (1928) classical 
generation concept, and implicitly in the continuation of Bennani-Chraï-
bi’s reflections, Emma Murphy asserts, 

In the case of Arab youth, individuals may move in and out of this 
generational narrative fluidly – experiences like unemployment, 
delayed marriage or political frustration draw people in, but the 
patchwork composition of contemporary youth identities means 
that nothing is set in stone, different components of the narrative 
have greater or lesser significance for individuals and at different 
points in time, and opportunities or material fortune can render it 
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less immediately relevant. (2012: 16) 

Amidst the advancing global dissolution of national borders in terms of 
cultural flows and economic articulations, studies on youth culture have 
come to focus on group formation, the importance of peer groups, and sub-
cultures, such as music scenes (Hecker 2012; Swedenburg 2012). It should, 
therefore, be kept in mind that while youth takes shape as a social category 
in the MENA region, its internal differentiation is simultaneously increasing.

Parallel to the establishment of youth as a social group, both the societal 
role and influence of young people have recently changed. They are not only 
regarded as actors for shaping the future, but are more precisely considered 
– especially in the African context – as ‘social shifters’ (Durham 2000) and 
‘social breakers and makers’ (Honwana and DeBoek 2005). Young peo-
ple in the Arab world are better educated than ever and are more media 
savvy than all other social groups (Braune 2008; Richter 2011; Transfeld 
and Werenfels 2016). Because many have English as a common language, 
they are increasingly able to form cross-border social networks. They were, 
temporarily, the central protagonists of the Arab Spring, kicking off various 
protest movements (Alhassen and Shihab-Eldin 2012; Khalaf and Khalaf 
2012; Bayat 2017). Yet, since the uprisings of 2011, little has improved for 
them. To the contrary, their economic situation has deteriorated. Insti-
tutional permeability has decreased, and social participation seems more 
difficult than ever. Their position in the societies of the MENA region is thus 
currently in question.

In the past ten years, the research landscape dealing with young peo-
ple in the MENA region has become more diverse, more multilingual, and 
in some aspects more complex. German-, French-, and English-language 
works, in addition to Arabic and other languages, have been published. At 
the same time, the production of knowledge about youth has increasingly 
become a political arena shaped by a struggle for interpretation, which is 
often reduced to two perspectives: ‘youth as a problem and danger’ or ‘the 
problems and dangers of youth’. Statistical data, especially those making 
transnational connections, remain rare. Detailed, aggregated, empirical 
findings explicitly about young people are thus difficult to access. Such 
studies are usually produced by government agencies within individual 
Arab countries and by market and opinion research. Yet civil society and 
international agencies are also interested in empirical surveys, as are private 
research institutes and public universities. This has resulted in a competitive 
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field of knowledge production, which, to simplify, can be divided into two 
groups.

On the one hand, there are studies conducted by international organ-
isations, national government authorities, semi-public organisations, 
market research companies, and public relations firms. These actors tend 
to take quantitative approaches (Lamloum and Ali Ben Zina 2015; Bur-
son-Marsteller 2015). They use different survey methodologies, such as 
telephone inquiries, online surveys, and standardised questionnaires. Fre-
quently, such studies focus on just one country, so coverage of the region is 
not comprehensive. When they adopt an interregional scale, their research 
often remains descriptive, with little analytical depth, and frequently 
relies on secondary data. Education, labour markets, and employment are 
favoured topics, along with labour migration and consumer behaviour. 
One crucial example of youth research is the Arab Human Development 
Report 2016: Youth and the Prospects for Human Development in a Chang-
ing Reality (UNDP 2016). No quantitative surveys were conducted for its 
compilation. Instead, its authors evaluated existing secondary data, such as 
that stemming from the World Value Survey, market and opinion research 
outfits like Gallup, and the World Bank. In many cases, information from 
national statistical institutes was also essential. Here, however, knowledge 
production is tied to institutional interests, which leaves its integrity open 
to doubt. In the case of the 2016 Arab Human Development Report, opaque 
editorial processes have been made public. In particular, it was shown that 
individual content was politically negotiated – for example, by submit-
ting it to ambassadors for comment – and content subsequently censored 
(Al-Ali et al. 2016).

On the other hand are studies carried out by university and academic 
research institutions (Bonnefoy and Catusse 2013; Gertel and Ouaissa 
2014; Hegasy and Kaschl 2007; Herrera and Bayat 2010). Here, different 
knowledge systems come together at an international level. As there are dif-
ferent national experiences with youth studies, as well as corresponding lin-
guistic misunderstandings and lack of awareness of others’ work resulting 
from insufficient language skills, however, the exchange remains limited. 
Qualitative approaches are usually preferred, using such methodologies 
as field research, qualitative surveys, target group discussions, and media 
analysis. Often, the choice of methodology is constrained, because the 
financial resources of academic research are limited, or elaborate approval 
procedures cannot be fulfilled.
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Investigations in the MENA region have focused, for example, on ques-
tions of identity negotiation, youth cultures, and media use, as well as on 
political mobilisation, resistance, and protest. In the wake of the Arab 
Spring, the Sahwa Project (2014–17) and Power2Youth (2015–17), both 
consisting of international scholars funded by European resources, sig-
nificantly broadened the research on youth in the region, generating new 
insights and identifying important research perspectives. This materialised 
in dozens of working papers, interviews documented on film, personal por-
traits, and conferences. The Sahwa Project, composed of Arab and Euro-
pean partners, examined transitions, transformation processes, and future 
perspectives in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, and Lebanon. The work 
of Power2Youth, which analysed the causes and dynamics leading to the 
exclusion or inclusion of Arab young people in the labour market and civil-
ian life, was largely based on existing quantitative data and addressed the 
transformational effects of individual and collective youth action. Its focus 
was on Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, and Turkey. In these 
cases, scholars have been quite critical of the policy goals associated with 
both these programmes. In a paper scrutinising the governability of youth, 
Catusse and Destremau contend,

From a bird’s eye view, the public policy discourse on youth and 
the ‘youth problem’ is abundant and sometimes excessive. Despite 
the institutions founded at the establishment of the regimes and 
dedicated to Youth [and] the installation of the youth problem as 
a major concern, a closer look brings to light the fact that concrete 
data and information about youth are often sparse and not always 
reliable. These institutions and concrete mechanisms for imple-
menting policies are, in reality, not very significant. More often 
than not, they are empty shells, heavily politicised but with little 
means. (2016: 14)

Challenged by such considerations, the present study aims to make a con-
tribution to situate the debate about young people in the MENA region on 
a more comprehensive, information and data basis. The following results 
thus represent an invitation to complementary reading – in other words, to 
reconcile familiar insights with the new findings presented here.
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Study Focuses and Findings

Uncertainty
Jörg Gertel explores the meaning of uncertainty from conceptual and 
empirical perspectives. Uncertainty refers to what the future might hold; 
most, if not all of it, is unknown to us. The future cannot truly be fore-
seen. We know only to a certain extent how things will unfold. Neverthe-
less, individuals as well as societies are continually trying to hedge against 
uncertainty, orienting everyday life towards the future in trying to plan 
it. While uncertainty thus relates to the future, insecurity concerns the 
present and the capability to act. Respective tactics and strategies largely 
depend on access to resources. It is young people with poor resources who 
are particularly affected by insecurity. The analytical focus is therefore on 
the question of how securities are produced and for whom corresponding 
strategies tackling uncertainties are most successful. 

Values
Jörg Gertel and David Kreuer investigate the values of young people in 
North Africa and the Middle East. Values are understood as orientation 
patterns and as reference points for individual and collective goals. The 
great multitude of values and scripts for life are subject to change; they are 
by no means stable or fixed. While fundamental institutions of socialisa-
tion – such as family and school – instil and transfer predominantly coun-
try-specific characteristics, three general aims stand out as a consequence 
of growing uncertainty. Resting on a foundation of respondents’ almost 
uncontested and hopeful trust in God, these consist of a desire for justice, 
order, and security; a desire for an appropriate standard of living, which is 
often connected to obtaining an adequate job; and a desire for a trusting 
partner and good family relations. The authors reveal that four bundles of 
values – sense of community, orientation towards success, quest for free-
dom, and desire for decency – are important for today’s youth in the region. 
Individual values and the realities of life, however, are complex, and given 
the disturbing experiences of war and violence, biographical disruptions 
become more common. Unconditional trust in God, however, a very per-
sonal matter, provides many with confidence, even in times of crises.

Religion
Rachid Ouaissa examines whether the increase in young people’s religious-
ness, which has been observed for several years, reflects a rise in or return to 
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religion or whether it represents individual strategies aimed at establishing 
one’s own identity in an environment of tension brought about by pres-
sures of globalisation and the longing for local culture. The empirical data 
at a glance paint a picture of MENA youths as rather pious. Women feel 
more religious than men. In general, heightened religiousness often starts 
after youths finish school and is found mainly in large towns and among 
the wealthy, especially when the father has a high level of education. In 
contrast, less religious youth hail from families with lower educational cap-
ital, that is, from society’s lower middle and poor classes. In general, young 
people, as noted, consider religion first of all to be a private matter. Reli-
giousness is a source of hope and optimism. Religion for the MENA youth 
today no longer serves political or ideological purposes, but instead centres 
on individual well-being and self-discipline, making it more of a channel for 
spirituality. Where one finds high degrees of piousness, it is primarily felt at 
the individual level, no longer in terms of a collective social utopia. Ouaissa 
interprets this as a decline in political religiousness and as an increase in 
social religiousness. This leads him to consider whether the Arab world is 
thus experiencing the beginning of a new secular age.

Gender
Ines Braune addresses the changing gender roles among young people in 
the MENA region. She argues that inequalities in Arab societies are often 
framed primarily as gender-specific, an approach that does not take into 
account other decisive factors and instead often obscures them. Focusing 
on four themes – marriage, education, future aspirations, and sexual harass-
ment – she draws a picture that reveals both the interrelationship of differ-
ent spheres of life and the shifts and further deterioration of intersectional 
inequalities. Here, armed conflicts, such as in Syria and Yemen, play a struc-
turing role, as do certain attitudes shared by men and women. For example, 
while at first glance women appear to marry early, a more detailed analysis 
reveals that it is young people from the lower classes, men and women alike, 
who have taken this step. With regard to sexual harassment, the author 
shows that many more women are affected. That said, it also appears that 
young men and women hold equally misogynist attitudes, regardless of 
their level of education. Gender issues are thus always embedded in society 
and need to be addressed within social configurations. 
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Family
Christoph Schwarz analyses the role of the family and shows that it con-
tinues to play a role, indeed a key role, for young people in Arab countries. 
Especially in the case of financial need, the family and networks of rela-
tives constitute the most important contacts. Young people themselves are 
interested in strong family ties, consider having their own children to be 
important, and would change little about their upbringing. At the same 
time, they are also pursuing autonomous goals in this regard, for example, 
wanting to select their own marriage partner. On the other hand, the ques-
tion of marriage does not determine their self-perception as youth or adult, 
as is often assumed. Schwarz concludes that although economic and social 
opportunities for the youths’ and parents’ generations are different – the 
parents perhaps having had more opportunities due to the political and 
social realities of their youth – young people today generally do not hold 
this against the older generation or respond to it with misgivings, demands, 
or hostility.

Economics
Jörg Gertel investigates how young people – in the face of three decades 
of neo-liberal politics, including massive privatisation and the dismantling 
of the welfare state – are assessing their economic situation. With respect 
to their parents, the younger generation is affected by three dynamics: lack 
of job security, growing economic polarisation, and the failure of educa-
tional promise. Even with significantly improved education, social upward 
mobility has moved beyond the reach of many. Indeed, the abolition of 
the welfare state has been accompanied by a massive decline in reliable 
public employment. Today, only one-third of young people (pupils and 
students excluded) work in any capacity; all others are temporarily or even 
permanently without work. Even then, nearly one-half of this labour force 
is precariously employed. Thus the importance of the family as a social and 
economic security net continues and increases. Breaking with one’s family is 
almost unthinkable for the current generation of contained youth, because 
few other institutions can cushion their economic insecurity. Insecurity 
hence becomes a chronic condition, with precariousness omnipresent. 
Today, young families starting out as well-educated, dual earners should 
have optimistic outlooks for the future, but instead they are constrained by 
massive economic problems. About half of the young men who are already 
head of a household judge the economic situation of their families to be 
‘rather bad’ or ‘very bad’. Thus, new social ruptures are evident. Exacerbating 
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this situation, those young people still living with their parents are in a sit-
uation of ‘borrowed security’; the dramatic impact of uncertainty hits the 
moment they leave their parents’ household. 

Middle class
Jörg Gertel and Rachid Ouaissa reveal that the Arab middle class, an 
important factor for social stability in past decades, is disintegrating. Young 
people  are still able to identify their family’s class, largely based on the 
education and occupation of their parents, but society has been polarised 
by a series of ruptures driven by two intertwined dynamics: over the last 
generation, shifts in employment structures have led to significant declines 
in economic security. More recently, this situation has been compounded 
by wars, armed conflicts, revolutions, and internal unrest, further shattering 
human security. In the process, the middle class has crumbled into various 
segments exhibiting differing degrees of instability and precariousness. 
As a result, the young generation finds itself involved in two ambivalent 
processes. First, with the dwindling stability of class positions, the young 
generation is losing an aspect of their social identity that once provided 
certainty. When social structures collapse, identifying with the state is no 
longer easy or a given, especially as regards its political practices. Second, 
political mobilisation – defined as the struggle for participation – is most 
pronounced among groups that have recently experienced social downward 
mobility. These experiences are ultimately reflected in the preferences of 
young people for specific political systems. Those amongst the economic 
winners – that is, the upper middle class – represent the largest group of 
those who desire a ‘strong man’ at the top of their country’s leadership, while 
a religious system based on Islamic law is most often favoured by the lower 
middle classes and the poor. Although the majority, primarily embodied 
by the core of the middle class, still prefer a democratic system, this middle 
class is increasingly falling apart.

Hunger and Violence
Jörg Gertel and Tamara Wyrtki emphasise that in the context of growing 
uncertainty, two forms of security are decisive: securing basic needs and 
the absence of direct and structural violence. The latter includes malnu-
trition and hunger. The findings reveal the varying characteristics of food 
insecurity and violence affecting some young people. In Egypt and other 
import-dependent countries, for example, they often lack the purchasing 
power to acquire the food available. In Palestine, on the other hand, Israel’s 
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policies fuel poverty and food insecurity, amongst other things. Meanwhile 
in Yemen and Syria, millions of young people, including children, are 
threatened by war and hunger. They have experienced collapsed economies, 
breakdowns in social relations, and the death of family members. Often, 
even family members are no longer in a position to help each other. Thus, 
many young people are traumatised, feeling themselves hopeless, without 
prospects. According to the authors, long chains of transactions causally 
link spaces of hunger and violence (such as those within the MENA region) 
with spaces of profit (such as stock market trading floors), although terri-
torially far apart. Insecurity is thus characterised by the disintegration of 
social responsibilities, while liabilities – concerning speculation and busi-
ness deals contributing to war and hunger – have, until now, rarely been 
pinpointed.

Migration
Jörg Gertel and Ann-Christin Wagner scrutinise young people’s mobility 
in the Arab world, an aspect of society often misjudged. The empirical find-
ings reveal that only a small group, less than 10 percent of youth, is firmly 
committed to migration. Moreover, labour migration among them is usu-
ally to other Arab countries, and while the desire to work abroad is linked 
to historical, colonial, and linguistic connections to Europe; it remains lim-
ited. The opportunities made possible by virtual mobility, the fortification 
of many countries’ external borders, and the high cost of migration have all 
contributed to this dynamic. Those affected by precarious situations are, 
however, torn between thoughts of migration and deep, emotional con-
nections with their home countries and families. Emigration is thus by no 
means understood as a simple ‘way out’. The authors reveal that mobility 
among young people is generally shaped by three mechanisms: readiness 
to change one’s life plan, with single men exhibiting the greatest flexibility; 
previous migration experiences within the family network, which further 
increases the probability of individual mobility; and as a consequence of 
armed conflicts, with forced migration, including escape and asylum, being 
an everyday reality for many Arab youth. In countries hosting refugees, 
enforced immobility often constitutes additional uncertainties, exacerbat-
ing insecurities in everyday life.

Communication
Carola Richter explores the role new media plays in the everyday lives of 
young people in the MENA region. The coining of the terms ‘Facebook 
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revolution’, ‘Twitter protest’, and ‘Al Jazeera effect’ points to the seemingly 
immense political significance of new media. The author argues, however, 
that while media usage is converging globally – the same technologies and 
formats are available around the world – an internal shift in media use 
has appeared. Due to long-standing distrust of the media, and the recent 
withdrawal of the MENA youth from day-to-day politics, new media are 
increasingly solely used for private communications, in particular to main-
tain social networks. Smartphones, like no other devices, enable easy access 
to the internet and allow young people to keep in touch with friends and 
relatives as well as share music and pictures digitally. At the same time, tra-
ditional mass media, often state-controlled, remain present and continue 
to play a role for young people with limited access to digital media, such as 
in Yemen and with the Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Richter concludes that 
for young people, media-based communication works in two directions, as 
triggering and as coping mechanisms in dealing with the uncertainties of 
everyday life.

Politics
Mathias Albert and Sonja Hegazy deal with the importance of politics for 
youths, looking at how close to or far from politics they have positioned 
themselves six years after the events of the Arab Spring. Three findings are 
crucial. First, the 2011 uprisings show the potential for politicising young 
people in Arab countries, which in many cases allow only limited politi-
cal participation. Second, a large majority of young people have distanced 
themselves from politics after the region’s recent experiences, emphasising 
that they are no longer interested in politics. In doing so, however, they are 
often referring to party politics, because at the same time, they also express 
interest and commitments related to the arena of everyday politics. Third, in 
a seeming contradiction, a large proportion of young people want a greater 
state presence. This primarily concerns improved social security, which they 
think the state should provide in the face of growing uncertainty. Hence, 
the authors conclude that young people embody significant potential for 
constructive changes to the political order in the future.

Mobilisation
Nadine Sika and Isabelle Werenfels highlight political mobilisation among 
young adults. They conclude that the events of 2010–11 represent the cli-
max of their political mobilisation geared towards changing state–society 
relations. In the aftermath of this, the question in many cases now concerns 
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the extent to which youths are actors of change. Despite the disillusion of 
many with formal political processes in recent years, young people remain 
ready to become politically active. The areas in which they might act, 
however, have shifted. They are now more interested in standing up for 
socio-economic objectives than for political change. The findings reveal 
that young men aged 22–25 mobilise most frequently. This includes those 
who have experienced violence in their lives and those more pessimistic 
than others of their generation. Mobilised youth also show higher con-
fidence in non-governmental organisations than non-activists do. More-
over, young people living in republics who experienced a regime change 
in 2011 appear to be more likely to mobilise than those from monarchies. 
The authors contend that in general, the politically active as well as the 
non-engaged are equally less interested in political freedom and civil rights 
– including minority rights – than in the security of basic needs and the 
absence of violence.

Civic Engagement
Friederike Stolleis analyses the civic engagement of young people in the 
MENA region. Based on the empirical findings, she underscores that they 
are generally willing to work for the interest of others as well as for social 
objectives and specific topics. Rarely, however, do they engage through 
formal civil society organisations (CSOs), such as school or student 
groups, youth groups, associations, religious institutions, political parties, 
and trade unions. Only one-third of those engaged become members in 
CSOs. While wealthier young people are more likely to be more active 
than poorer ones, they are rarely members of CSOs. Young people of the 
lower and middle classes are more strongly committed within the frame-
work of such organisations. The latter are also more likely to be pessimistic 
and to have experienced uncertainty than their peers. According to the 
author, the motivations of today’s young people differ from those of earlier 
generations. For the latter, civic engagement often occurred in the context 
of anti-colonial liberation movements or in relation to struggles for an 
independent state. With the change in young people’s values and goals, 
and the firm grip with which the authoritarian states of the region control 
and co-opt civil society institutions, the institutions have obviously lost 
their appeal today.
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Comparison with the German Shell Youth Study
Mathias Albert and Jörg Gertel compare the findings of the present study with 
the outcomes of the long-running German Shell Youth Study. The purpose of 
the comparison is to situate the empirical results of the MENA study within a 
broader societal context and to establish a reflective means for estimating the 
range of analytical explication. This is possible because some key concepts and 
fields of content in both studies not only overlap, but also explicitly relate to 
each other. The authors emphasise that while country-specific differences are 
crucial, they are in some ways greater within the MENA region than between 
individual Arab countries and Germany. In terms of commonalities between 
MENA and German youths (aged 16–25), the issue of security is first in almost 
all areas of daily life. This applies, for example, to labour market access and to 
personal security in general. It becomes obvious, however, that Arab youths 
often find themselves at structural disadvantages; they are often forced into 
greater dependences restraining, for example, the possibility of being success-
ful in globalising labour markets.

§

In conclusion, the present study is predominantly empirical in nature. It 
enables, first of all, young people from the Arab world to ‘speak’, transmit-
ting their voices to the general public. It is thus driven only to a limited 
extent by theoretical principles. The empirical findings, however, have not 
been generated in a theory-free environment, and their representation does 
not unfold in an unbiased or neutral political space. Hence, later discus-
sions should examine the ambivalence of theoretical coining, problem ori-
entation, and description on a case-by-case basis. It should be kept in mind 
that this is the first study of its kind on the MENA region. It will thus yield 
even more value as an instrument when it is repeated in later years, as in the 
case of the Shell Youth Study.
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Uncertainty

Jörg Gertel

This chapter introduces the conceptual dimension of uncertainty 
and illustrates, based on empirical findings, how uncertainties affect 
the everyday lives of young people in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) and how the youth cope with them. The primary aim is to scru-
tinise their vulnerability within the context of growing insecurity within 
the MENA region in relation to group and country specificities. I argue that 
establishing security in its various forms serves as a means to hedge against 
uncertainties. But the strategies deployed to construct security are not only 
limited, they also vary in scope, depending on the structure of exposure 
and the resources available to one. Moreover, given the accelerated transfor-
mation of social conditions, previously successful strategies increasingly no 
longer work. Uncertainty and insecurity continue to expand, particularly 
affecting young people in the MENA region. 

Generally speaking, uncertainty is part of everyday life. It relates to what 
the future holds. A great deal, if not everything in this regard, is unknown to 
us. It cannot be predicted. On the one hand, incidents to come are situated 
outside the realm of human influence. On the other hand, even if future 
events can be influenced, individual and societal actions will always entail 
uncertainties. Human action constantly generates unintended consequences, 
whereas reflexivity, the permanent coupling of action with the current state 
of knowledge, remains limited. Hence, we can know only to a certain extent 
how matters will develop. Regardless, individuals and societies constantly 
try to hedge against uncertainties, orienting certain aspects of everyday life 
towards the future in developing tactics and strategies in planning ahead.

Uncertainty is unequally distributed across space and time. It is not a 
constant, unchanging property of the future, but instead varies, depending 
on how it is perceived, experienced, and handled. The spectrum of uncer-
tainty may encompass situations in which even the most basic of certain-
ties involving knowledge about the immediate future is lacking. Take for 
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example the context of war, when in specific situations it may be entirely 
unclear if one will survive for the next few seconds or minutes. Uncertainty 
is also part of long-term developments. For instance, one’s future can be 
constrained by structural predispositions (e.g. access to education or prop-
erty rights) that perpetuate or foster insecurities (e.g. hindrance to social 
mobility). This can even occur over the course of generations. Individual 
consequences, however, remain unclear.

There is one uncertainty to which young people in particular are 
exposed: they are required to emancipate themselves from sheltered family 
relationships to begin mastering the challenges of a globalised world. Ado-
lescence represents the phase in life when ties to parents and the immediate 
socialisation context are gradually loosened. New roles are tried out, while 
personality and identity are formed. This is repeatedly linked to personal 
insecurities and uncertainties, which converge with general social con-
straints, and in the MENA region have recently been exacerbated by political 
instability, economic problems, and violent developments. Three questions 
are therefore addressed at the start of this chapter: How is uncertainty con-
tained and security obtained? Which social transformations influence the 
way in which security is configured? What happens if previous strategies 
for coping with insecurities no longer work?

Hedging Uncertainty: The Production of Security
To ascertain how uncertainty can be contained, three arenas of human 
action are distinguished: the individual, the household, and the polity lev-
els. Here, tactics and strategies are developed and materialise to generate 
various forms of securities within the realm of uncertainties. These arenas 
of action can often only be analytically delineated and separated from each 
other while in everyday life, they intersect and overlap and assume different 
meanings to particular individuals and groups. Neither the simple causality 
of the interrelations depicted here nor the spectrum of practices addressed 
in the following offer a complete picture of all the tasks that may be under-
taken to contain uncertainties. They rather serve as examples to shed light 
on a number of conceptual starting points that offer insights into the possi-
bility of producing security. These reflections draw on remarks by Giddens 
(1992) on the structuring of society and on Bourdieu’s (1983) concept of 
capital.
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The individual
At the level of the individual, biologically driven sensitivities, emotional 
and discursive processes combine and are deposited in various layers of 
consciousness or acted upon. It is from here that identities are negotiated. 
Structural forms of socialisation mesh in this process with the subjective 
production of experiences. Ontological security is of crucial importance in 
this regard. It offers confidence and trust that nature and the social world 
are as they appear, including the existential foundations of the Self and of 
social identity. The continuing search for ontological security aims to sta-
bilise the capacity to act over the course of time. It is an attempt to counter 
uncertainty. 

The repertoire of individuals’ responses to uncertainty is articulated 
with different levels of action and in many ways dependent on them. The 
making of experiences and human action hence dovetail with respective 
societal contexts (Scott 1991). Given the limits to consciously reflexive 
action, much of ontological security is produced through routines that per-
meate daily life. Structured and pre-determined by routines, the implicit 
criteria for action are often only rendered explicit in the discursive con-
sciousness during particular situations, above all in crises (Reckwitz 1999: 
319). Such a situation unfolds, for example, when agents lose control, and 
their autonomy of action is stymied, when instability penetrates deep into 
the construction of the Self, for instance when violence is threatened or 
used, generating traumatic experiences. 

Giddens (1992: 112) captures these ‘critical situations’ as events character-
ised by a radical, unpredictable caesura that affect many people simultane-
ously and threaten or destroy the certainties of routines. As a consequence, 
general unpredictability occurs. In such cases, when events or developments 
cannot be explained or mastered by oneself, or more generally, when onto-
logical security is threatened, the question arises of when responsibility is 
delegated to expert systems or forces of faith. Calkins (2016) draws on situ-
ations of severe poverty and marginalisation in Sudan to identify delegation 
to the religious realm, that is, placing trust in God. In the chapters in this 
volume on values, religion, and hunger (Chapters 3, 4, and 9, respectively), 
interrelations between knowledge and faith are scrutinised in more detail 
with reference to young people in the MENA region to shed light on these 
dynamics.
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The household
Solidarity-based relationships between individuals are, generally speaking, 
most strongly developed within kinship structures, often conceptually 
assessed as ‘households’. In this arena, needs, such as material insecurities, 
are routinely counterbalanced, and its members engage in the redistribu-
tion of risks; those able to work provide for household members unable to 
work, and in many cases healthy family members care for sick relatives. The 
large arena of uncertainties, which these strategies strive to contain, pertains 
inter alia to the production of material security, to the ‘economy of survival’ 
(Elwert et al. 1983; Evers et al. 1983) or ‘livelihood security’ (Chambers and 
Conway 1987; Ellis 2000; Scoones 2015). 

These approaches emphasise access to resources, as they constitute a 
fundamental pre-requisite for the capacity to take action. Basic needs and 
livelihood security are thus directly linked to being able to have command 
over resources. Giddens’ notion of structure as a recursively organised set 
of rules and resources reveals the connection between (individual) actions 
and (social) structures. This perspective allows one to grasp the processes 
that by generating the conditions and possibilities for action by the individ-
ual within a given social context also subsequently enable the production of 
material and social securities. In reference to Bourdieu’s work (1982, 1983), 
the empirical analysis here involves four forms of resources (Gertel 2007, 
2010): incorporated resources, related to the body (e.g. education, nutri-
tional status); institutionalised resources, tied to specific individuals (e.g. 
social networks); allocative resources, connected to property rights (e.g. 
ownership of land, machinery, livestock); and monetary resources, likewise 
based on property rights, but easy to exchange (e.g. money). 

This approach to resources provides a conceptual basis for capturing 
complex social and economic processes empirically. It offers a means to 
quantitatively and qualitatively comprehend the mechanisms determining 
the handling of resources, for example at the household level, including 
the accumulation of resources, their convertibleness, and utilisation by 
third parties. Moreover, the consequences of actions – in the sense of 
habitual or institutional feedback that structure the conditions of liveli-
hood security – can be traced back to the bodies of those affected. Societal 
developments are assumed to imprint individual bodies and shape incor-
porated resources. In this sense, as regards the first arena of action – the 
individual – the body should be comprehended as the ultimate entity of 
social space. 
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The polity
The third arena of action relates to the polity. This refers to groups, com-
munities, and concerns overarching social forms. These range from the 
construction and the discursive power of language (topologies, categories, 
texts) to reproduced social practices and their materialisation in social insti-
tutions and formal organisations. This arena entails first and foremost the 
involvement of the state, which holds responsibility for generating institu-
tionalised forms of security – for example, implementing its monopoly on 
the use of force within its territory, guaranteeing citizens’ physical security, 
ensuring legal certainty, and fulfilling its welfare role and safeguarding cit-
izens’ basic needs. 

The most comprehensive provision of social protection for citizens is 
associated with the welfare state (see Offe 1984). The state formulating and 
implementing social policy developed during the era of industrialisation 
in nineteenth-century Europe with the formation of nation-states and 
democratic decision-making processes. At the time, wage labourers were 
increasingly exposed to new risks and conditions, including accidents in 
the workplace and related disability and unemployment. Other condi-
tions, such as illness and old age, were not new, but traditional systems 
of assistance, such as the extended family, were in decline. The founding 
of trade unions was the most important precondition for developing 
new state-regulated forms of welfare provision. Initially, social insurance 
schemes – pensions and health and accident insurance – exclusively 
covered factory workers. Additional groups were only gradually incorpo-
rated into social security systems, and not until the late 1960s did fully 
developed welfare states became firmly established in Western Europe. 
By the 1980s, however, benefits portfolios were being subjected to deep 
cuts in the wake of an international debt crisis and the growing power of 
neo-liberalism. During this time, two processes coincided in the post-co-
lonial countries of the MENA region. The first was the establishment of 
independent states, which faced the subsequent challenges of breaking 
free from colonial dependencies and overcoming feudal social structures. 
The second was integrating external interventions, initially legitimised 
as ‘development aid’, into local societies’ national planning and welfare 
provisioning. 

To explain the failures of shaping the future through large-scale proj-
ect interventions or schemes, Scott (1998) applies insights about the 
establishment of European (welfare) statehood to post-colonial societies 
in the Global South. This is crucial for comprehending the inadequate 
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provisioning of social security. Scott emphasises how four mechanisms 
contributed to the failure ‘to improve the human condition’. First, he 
notes that simplification and standardisation of complex realities are cru-
cial for the administrative ordering of nature and society. In this context, 
certain elements perceived as illegible and irrational – such as traditional 
structures – are transformed into legible and administratively appropri-
ate forms. In this undertaking, portions of reality are re-designed. The 
instruments of standardisation, of central importance as specifications of 
appropriation procedures, include for example land registers, concession 
maps, population statistics, as well as plans and blueprints for modern 
settlements. Second, Scott highlights that the administrative toolkit of 
rationalisation combines with an ideology that he calls ‘high modernism’, 
involving unwavering faith in science, technology, and progress, which 
gives rise to certain forms of planning and social organisation. Third, Scott 
contends that interventionist potential becomes ‘lethal’ if the first two 
mechanisms – standardisation and faith in modernity – are conjoined 
with the power of the state or international organisations. These actors are 
capable of implementing far-reaching plans and can give material expres-
sion to them on a large scale. Fourth, Scott cites a weak civil society, which 
lacks the capacity to resist the aforementioned plans, due for example to 
war or economic weakness. According to Scott’s line of argument, people 
in post-colonial situations have only a limited capacity to respond to the 
complexities that threaten their livelihood security. The groups affected 
should not, however, be seen merely as victims of modern planning, but 
as capable of subverting official plans and developing alternative strategies. 
At the same time, it is apparent that institutional and social securities are 
increasingly negotiated within post-national spaces, beyond the reach of 
national influence. 

In sum, uncertainties are omnipresent. People strive continually to hedge 
against them by creating various forms of security. This often occurs simul-
taneously in different arenas of action, whereby physical integrity and the 
absence of violence are essential requirements. Ontological security plays a 
crucial role at the individual level. Developing daily routines is an essential 
strategy in this context. On the spectrum between knowledge and belief, 
individuals make decisions as to what they themselves can handle and when 
to delegate responsibility to expert systems or religious institutions. Strat-
egies to produce material security come together at the household level, 
aimed above all at livelihood security. The interaction between rules and 
resources lies at the heart of empirical analysis, as this is what structures 
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options for actions that can produce various forms of security. The polity 
arena above all generates institutionalised human security in a wide range 
of forms. In the globalising world, characterised by profound upheavals, the 
question arises however whether established strategies can continue to be 
successful.

Growing uncertainty: poverty and inequality as drivers
Uncertainties are constantly reconfigured due to social transformations, 
such as political unrest, economic cutbacks, and personal losses. In the 
MENA region, these developments particularly affect young people. Here, 
three dynamics will be discussed that give rise to new social situations that 
restrict and devalue established strategies for coping with insecurity and 
hedging against uncertainties in the three arenas of action: precarisation of 
working and living conditions, dissolution of institutional securities, and 
growing global inequality. These dynamics further social fragmentation and 
have led to changes in living conditions in the broader Mediterranean area. 

1. The realm of European labour comprises a sensible starting point 
for comprehending the first dynamic, the discursive field of the precarity 
debate. Given the MENA region’s problematic economic situation and the 
severe changes in employment relationships (see Chapter 7), this approach 
offers a new take on aspects of uncertainty and insecurity in the region. 
In contrast to pure micro-level poverty and resource analyses, the empha-
sis here is on meso- and macro-level developments. Drawing on Castel’s 
(2009) observation on the return of social insecurity to the sheltered 
societies of the Global North, Dörre (2009) argues that social insecurity 
became a mass experience in Europe even before the financial collapse that 
began in 2007. To him, it unfolded as a generic consequence of functioning 
financial capitalism. He argues that financial capitalism’s Landnahme – the 
commodification of non-capitalistic forms, including the commons – has 
produced a new form of precarity. 

Castel and Dörre (2009) take a multi-dimensional view of precarity 
and precarisation, stressing, ‘[A]longside] the labour force perspective (e.g. 
income and employment security), the professional activity perspective 
(e.g. identification with the tasks and the quality of social relationships) 
and, along with it, status, social recognition and individual planning capa-
bility, are important’ (p. 17). In this regard, four aspects characterise precar-
ity: in the first instance, the employment situation is crucial. If employees’ 
circumstances fall below a certain level of income, protection, and social 
integration, they are described as being precarious. There is in addition a 
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subjective side to precarity. Living in precarity involves a general loss of 
meaning, a shortfall in social recognition and extended planning insecu-
rity. Furthermore, precarity is thus considered to be a relational category. It 
depends on how the ‘standard of normality’ is defined within a particular 
society, which varies and may shift over time. The precariat is thus not a 
homogeneous class (Standing 2011). Finally, the erosion of standards of 
normality gives rise to conceptually distinct zones of social integration, 
precarity, and complete decoupling (see Marchart 2013a, who talks more 
comprehensively about a ‘society of precarisation’). Lorey (2012) takes this 
argument further, pointing out that certain modes of governance have come 
into being with the emergence of wage labour and industrial capitalism. 
Under the neo-liberal regime of flexibilisation, deregulation, and reduced 
protections, precarisation as a mode of governance undergoes a normalisa-
tion that makes it possible to ‘govern through insecurity’. Simultaneously, 
precarisation is ‘“democratised’ under neoliberalism as it moves into the 
mainstream’ (ibid., 25).

2. The dissolution of institutional securities, the second dynamic, 
unfolds in the context of expanding uncertainty in globalising societies. 
Bauman (2007), in his oeuvre about liquidity, identifies five societal chal-
lenges of the modern age that also affect the MENA region. First, he empha-
sises that today’s social forms (structures, institutions, patterns) will not be 
able to preserve their shape and expression much longer, as they fragment 
and disintegrate more rapidly than they can be created. In particular, forms 
that are just starting to take shape are not given sufficient time to solidify 
and become established. Due to their shortened life expectancy, they can-
not therefore serve as orientation for human action or for long-term life 
strategies. Their life expectancy is actually shorter than the time required to 
develop a cohesive and consistent strategy, and it is shorter again in terms 
of putting an individual life project into effect. 

Bauman further considers the separation between power and politics 
in nation-state structures to be problematic. Much of the power that 
should be available in the modern state to allow it to work effectively is 
now moving towards the politically uncontrolled global space, which in 
many cases is extra-territorial. The absence of political control turns the 
new power structures into sources of profound and essentially untamed 
uncertainty. Political institutions are becoming increasingly disconnected 
from citizens’ daily problems, to which the state pays less and less atten-
tion. Cast off by the state, through subsidiarity principles or outsourcing of 
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contracts, these functions become the playthings of unpredictable market 
forces. They are abandoned to private initiatives and individual acumen.

The gradual but on-going withdrawal of communal and state-sup-
ported welfare provisioning moreover undermines the fundamentals of 
social solidarity. The notion of ‘community’ rings increasingly hollow. 
Interpersonal ties, once woven into a safety net thanks to lengthy, contin-
uous investments of time and effort, have grown increasingly fragile and 
exist only on a temporary and inconsistent basis. Society is increasingly 
viewed and treated as a ‘network’. It is perceived as a matrix of random 
connections and disconnections and as a multitude of seemingly endless 
combinations. 

The collapse of long-term thinking, planning and action, as well as the 
increasing erosion and disappearance of social structures within which 
thought, planning, and action could be inscribed in long-term future frame-
works, above all, means that political history and individual life intersect as 
a series of shorter projects and episodes. While in principle these appear 
endless, they do not combine into the type of sequences in which concepts 
like personal development, becoming adult, or career planning can be 
applied meaningfully. Finally, Bauman takes the view that past success does 
not necessarily increase the probability of future accomplishments. Rapidly 
and thoroughly discarding out-dated information and quickly aging habits 
could be more important for future success than recollecting past actions 
and developing strategies based on lessons previously learned. 

Bauman concludes that responsibility for solving the dilemmas that 
arise from permanently changing circumstances is ultimately on the shoul-
ders of individuals, who supposedly have ‘free choice’ and should therefore 
bear the consequences of their actions. Thus, while external forces generate 
threats, the potential costs are outsourced to the individual. Consequently, 
the mechanism that best serves individual interests is no longer conforming 
to rules, but rather ‘flexibility’, which is characterised by a readiness to alter 
one’s style and tactics at short notice, unhesitatingly abandon commit-
ments and loyalties, and pursue opportunities as they become temporarily 
available rather than pursuing one’s own established preferences (Bauman 
2007: 1–4).

3. The third dynamic of growing uncertainty concerns the expanding 
global inequality. Material insecurity appears to be increasing everywhere 
in Europe as well as in the MENA region. Extending earlier debates about 
marginalisation and poverty in so-called developing countries, the current 
discourse refers to ‘global inequalities’, which have increased on a worldwide 
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scale. Today, 72 percent of the world’s population owns just 2.4 percent of 
global wealth, and economic polarisation is further growing: while between 
2000 and 2015, the poorer half of the world’s population only received a 1 
percent share of the increase in global wealth, 50 percent of this increase 
went to the richest 1 percent of humanity (Credit Suisse 2016). Theoretical 
considerations, addressing global inequalities, often implicitly equate one 
end of the spectrum, i.e. the poorest, with insecurity, and the other end, 
the wealthiest, with security. By analysing data over long periods, the pro-
cesses of social redistribution become visible, revealing alternating periods 
of development, either towards greater equality or heightened inequality 
(Piketty 2013; Milanovic 2016; Atkinson 2015). 

Beyond diagnoses, competing approaches are put forward to explain the 
causes of poverty and inequality. One approach, crucial for the following 
argument, addresses the polycentric and post-national dynamics of finan-
cial capitalism (Harvey 2005; MacKenzie 2014; Beckert 2016). The tech-
nology-driven acceleration of trading and information exchange does more 
than enable algorithm-based transactions worth billions of dollars or euros. 
Being faster than ‘real time’, some technological activities are only indirectly 
or partially controllable by humans. They give rise to unintended conse-
quences that may only materialise with a delayed, highly potent impact, for 
example, price hikes for basic foods arising from stratified financial prod-
ucts like derivatives, which contribute to generating new spaces of hunger 
(Gertel 2015). 

For the study of insecurity and uncertainty, these dynamics trigger the 
following questions: Which conversion processes of new insecurities are 
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Table 2.1 Operationalisation of Uncertainty

Arenas of security Chapters of the study 
(1–15)

Empirical indicators 
(exemplar)

1. Absence of violence Hunger and violence Experiences with violence

2. Social security Civic engagement Participation

 – State Politics, Mobilisation Institutions

 – Household Family, Gender Trust

3. Livelihood security Economy Income, Debts

 – Resources Middle class, Migration Mobility, Migration

 – Rules Values, Shell-Study comparison Preferences

4. Ontological security Uncertainty Anxiety about future

 – Knowledge Communication Media use

 – Faith Religion Religiosity
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emerging in the broader Mediterranean area? How is the MENA region situ-
ated within the framework of global inequalities? What conclusions can be 
drawn for the region based on the debates about the collapse of the welfare 
state and growing precarity? 

The analytical focus of this study concentrates on the situation of 
young people after severe societal disruptions, including the financial cri-
sis (2007–8), the Arab Spring (2010–11), and the more recent migratory 
and refugee movements triggered by armed conflicts in Syria, Libya, and 
Yemen. These developments emphasise the meshing of global dynamics 
anew. Contingent, uncertain, and risky working and living conditions no 
longer affect only post-colonial societies and people on the ‘periphery’ of 
the Global North. Instead, they affect our global society, including in the 
MENA region, although they take shape under different circumstances. 
The consequences of the spatial and social conjoining of insecurities are 
precisely what the empirical findings of this study reveal (Table 2.1). It 
identifies the three arenas noted above in which securities are established 
and strategies to hedge against uncertainties unfold: on the individual 
level, where ontological security is crucial and in many cases is based on 
routines; the household, where livelihood security is fundamental and pre-
dominately structured through available resources; and the polity, where 
the community or the state provide human security, for example through 
transfers of public benefits. Obviously, freedom from violence lies at the 
heart of all endeavours to attain security.

Empirical Analysis of Insercurity and Vulnerability
The following analysis seeks to identity group- and country-specific vul-
nerabilities among young people in the MENA region given that security 
is unequally distributed. This involves first examining the manifestations 
of insecurity, then identifying the vulnerable groups, and finally addressing 
the internal structure of their vulnerability. To shed light on manifestations 
of insecurity, three analytical levels are distinguished: perceived and struc-
tural insecurities and vulnerability.

Perceived insecurity
Correspondingly the analysis starts with acknowledging young people’s 
personal appraisal about the importance of security or insecurity in their 
lives. Subjective perception is thus the central focus here. Respondents 
were asked two related questions: a general question relating to their over-
all appraisal and a subsequent query about individual aspects of insecurity 
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(Table 2.2). In which areas do young people feel particularly insecure? They 
point to the ‘probability of armed conflicts’ as of crucial importance, fol-
lowed by ‘my economic situation’ and ‘my future professional career’. Next 
in the ranking, but by a large margin, are ‘the future of my family’; ‘my emo-
tions’; ‘my exposure to violence’. The highest overall level of security appears 
to concern ‘my access to food’ and ‘my health situation’. These findings on 
insecurities correspond with respondents’ value orientations (see Chapter 
3), where it becomes apparent that three guiding principles are of primary 
importance: the desire for general security, as well as for law and order; the 
desire for an adequate standard of living, including suitable jobs; and the 
desire for trusting partner- and family relationships. 

In terms of national patterns of perceived insecurity, young people in 
Bahrain, Tunisia, and Jordan clearly feel the most secure. There are hardly 
any differences in the aggregated values for young people in Morocco, 
Egypt, Lebanon, and Palestine; all are situated in the mid-range of the 
rankings. Youth in Yemen and among Syrian refugees in Lebanon feel 

 41

Table 2.2 Young People’s Self-Assessment: ‘Secure’ or ‘Insecure’

All Bah-
rain

Tuni-
sia

Jor-
dan

Mo-
rocco

Egypt Leba-
non

Pales-
tine

Ye-
men

Syrian 
Ref.ª)

Ø 6.5 7.6 7.4 7.1 6.7 6.7 6.6 6.5 5.2 4.5
Insecure (1) �

 – War 5.4 7.0 6.5 6.3 6.1 6.1 4.9 6.3 3.3 3.9

 – Economy 5.6 6.7 5.9 6.4 6.5 6.6 5.4 5.5 4.4 3.3

 – Career 5.7 7.2 6.3 6.5 6.4 6.5 5.3 6.5 3.9 3.4

 – Family 6.7 7.8 8.0 7.5 7.0 7.0 6.7 7.5 5.2 3.8

 – Violence 6.8 8.2 7.8 6.8 6.2 6.7 7.1 6.8 5.8 5.6

 – Emotions 6.8 7.3 7.6 7.1 6.8 6.7 7.1 7.1 6.6 5.2

 – Food 7.3 8.8 8.8 8.0 7.1 7.3 7.8 8.0 5.8 4.9

 – Health 7.5 7.7 8.4 8.1 7.4 7.2 7.7 8.1 6.9 6.3

Secure (10) �

Question ‘If you consider your personal situation in all its parts and aspects today (school / job, family, economic situa-
tion, political transformations, future developments, etc.), all in all, do you feel rather secure or rather insecure?’
Question ‘Can you specify the area of security? Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 (not at all secure) to 10 (to-
tally secure) – I feel secure / insecure in the following fields: …’
Questions 1, 9, 10.

Note n=9,000 · The figures represent arithmetic means. Rounding errors can occur. | The lowest value per row (rep-
resenting ‘insecurity’) is shown in bold. ø = average. The complete options to answer Question 10 read as follows: 
‘I feel secure / insecure in the following fields’: ‘My economic situation; My health status; My emotions; My exposure 
to violence; My access to food; The future of my family; The probability of armed conflict; My future professional ca-
reer.’ | ª) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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the greatest insecurities. They are affected by violent conflicts that impact 
many areas of their everyday lives and that are also shaping their futures. 
Obviously, the differences between countries are sometimes pronounced. 
Upon close inspection, this affects a variety of issues, such as assessments 
concerning the ‘future of my family’. Here young people in Tunisia (‘rather 
secure’) and Syrian refugees in Lebanon (‘rather insecure’) constitute the 
two poles. There are also marked gaps in respect to ‘future professional 
careers’ and concerning ‘access to food’; here the Bahrainis and the Syrian 
refugees form the two poles of the spectrum. Different insecurities not only 
exist between countries, but also within them. In Tunisia and Lebanon, 
respondents view, for example, their health situation as rather secure, but 
perceive their economic situation and the probability of armed conflict as 
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Figure 2.1 Self-Assessment: Security by Country

Questions 1, 10.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The quartiles, four groups ideally 
of the same size, were derived from the sample’s distribution of scores, resulting from the averages 
calculated for the eight aspects (Items) under investigation (see Table 2.2). Basically, the spectrum 
of scores stretches from 1 point = ‘Not at all secure’ to 10 points = ‘Totally secure’. The group limits 
were drawn as follows: those who scored 5.38 points or less were designated as ‘Insecure’; those who 
scored between 5.39 and 6.63 were designated as ‘Rather insecure’; those who scored  between 6.64 
and 7.75 were designated as ‘Rather secure’, and those who received average scores of 7.76 or more 
were designated as ‘Secure’.
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potentially creating much greater insecurity. In Yemen and among the Syr-
ian refugees, respondents also assess their health status as relatively secure 
compared to other factors, but it still falls far below the average for other 
countries surveyed.

To capture the country-specific extent of insecurity, quartiles – four 
groups ideally of equal size – were calculated, and their distribution for 
individual countries was examined (Fig. 2.1). The respective target groups 
vary in size. In Bahrain and Tunisia, more than three-quarters of young peo-
ple feel rather secure or entirely secure, whereas a minority feels this way in 
Yemen and among the Syrian refugees. In the five other countries, the rela-
tionship is more balanced. Around half the respondents feel secure, while 
the other half feels insecure. What is one to conclude from this informa-
tion? The questions about ‘perceived security’ elicit answers that combine 
appraisals of past experiences with an assessment about future consequences 
of on-going developments. Both are further linked to classifying one’s own 
situation within the context of other societal positions and dynamics. This 
assessment is often processed within seconds, and it is not only extremely 
subjective, but extends beyond the scope of a narrow security assessment, 
which would be based exclusively on the availability of resources.

Structural insecurity
Another level of analysis addressing insecurity stems from more objective, 
i.e. reconstructable, indicators, which extend beyond subjective assess-
ments. A strata index proved most viable for this approach and was calcu-
lated from several variables, including fathers’ educational status, property 
ownership, other indicators of wealth, and the family’s current economic 
situation (Fig. 2.2; Appendix III). These four variables cover several prop-
erties and represent the resource portfolio of households. The level of 
education attained by a respondent’s father reflects the family’s educational 
resources and correlates with the employment and income situation in the 
families of origin (see Chapter 7). Property ownership is a central indicator 
of allocative resources. Home ownership is often the area in which families 
have invested the bulk of their available capital over many years. It is also the 
vehicle for inter-generational transfers of accumulated income (i.e. inheri-
tance). The wealth ranking consists of three indicators and forms the inter-
face between accumulated and available income. The indicators selected 
here also represent mobility aspects (along with owning a vehicle, having 
internet access, etc.) that are unequally distributed in society (Table 2.6). 
Appraisal of respondents families’ economic situation primarily takes into 
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account the availability of monetary resources, but implicitly also refers to 
medium-term development of the national economic situation and situates 
the assessment within known societal structures. It is therefore well suited 
for relative positioning within a resource-dependent strata evaluation. 
When constructing the strata index, points were allocated to each of the 
indicators (see Appendix III). Overall, each of the 9,000 cases accumulated 
between three and fourteen points. Based on the distribution of the total 
values for the individual cases, five groups of equal size (quintiles) were 
created and designated accordingly: lowest stratum, lower-middle stratum, 
middle stratum, higher-middle stratum, and highest stratum (Fig. 2.2).

The first striking point about the empirical findings is that scarcely any 
difference in the distribution between men and women in different strata 
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Figure 2.2 Strata Index by Country

Questions 1, Strata Index.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Portrayed are quintiles derived 
from the Strata Index, representing five groups, ideally of the same size. It should be noted that they 
display relational and not absolute statements about the strata, referring to the universe of the sam-
ple. Based on the distribution of the requested indicators (cf. Appendix), between 3 and 14 points 
can be achieved: the lowest stratum scores 5 points or less, the lower-middle stratum between 6 and 
7 points, the middle stratum between 8 and 9 points, the higher-middle stratum between 10 and 
11 points, and the highest stratum scores 12 points or more. | ª) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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emerges. In terms of age, however, it becomes clear that the oldest group 
of respondents (aged 26–30) frequently fall within the lowest stratum (28 
percent), while only a few belong to the highest stratum (11 percent). This 
is more balanced among the youngest group (aged 16–20), where 18 per-
cent fall within the lowest and 18 percent within the highest stratum. This 
polarisation emerges even more clearly when comparing young people who 
still live with their parents with young adults who have already set up their 
own household. In the case of young people still living at home, 15 percent 
fall within the lowest stratum and 17 percent in the highest stratum. In 
contrast, 35 percent of respondents with their own household belong to the 
lowest stratum, while only 8 percent are part of the highest stratum. Look-
ing at individual countries, a clear unequal distribution of social strata thus 
becomes apparent. While the highest stratum is concentrated in Bahrain, 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Yemenis frequently constitute the lowest 
stratum. Lebanon has the largest proportion of respondents in the high-
er-middle stratum, and Tunisia has the largest middle stratum while the 
lower-middle stratum is most frequently represented in Morocco.

Vulnerability
The next level of analysis links the perceived and structural perspectives on 
insecurity in order to identify groups ranging from the most vulnerable to 
the most resilient. To that end, the strata index (five fields) was combined 
with the security index (four fields). The resulting possibilities (twenty 
fields) were amalgamated to aggregate areas around the two extreme posi-
tions (lowest stratum and highest perceived insecurity versus highest stra-
tum and highest perceived security) (Table 2.3). This produced five groups: 
(A) lower strata, with an insecure life assessment; (B) lower strata, with 
a secure life assessment; (C) the middle stratum, comprising all fields of 
security; (D) higher strata, with an insecure life assessment; and (E) higher 
strata, with a secure life assessment.

Group A
Lower strata and insecure life assessment (29 percent): This is the largest 
group. It contains people who live in insecure circumstances in terms of 
both the availability of resources (strata index) and their own perception 
(security index). This group shows an almost equal division between men 
(52 percent) and women (48 percent). In contrast to the two younger 
age groups (aged 16–20 and 21–25), the oldest age group (aged 26–30) 
constitutes the largest bloc (40 percent). Moreover, 41 percent describe 



Uncertainty | 39 

themselves as refugees, by far the highest number of refugees among the 
five groups (Table 2.4). In terms of respondents’ education and employ-
ment situation (see Chapter 7), those in school and university are in the 
minority (9 percent school pupils, 5 percent university students), while 
the segment of labouring young people accounts for 27 percent. Those 
temporarily not working stand at 29 percent, and those permanently 
without remunerated work constitute the largest segment at 30 percent, 
almost all of them women. Concerning the outlook for the future of their 
society, more than half of this group is rather pessimistic. Meanwhile, 
slightly more than half feel confident about their own future prospects 
(Table 2.13). Group A is thus categorised as the most vulnerable. 

Group B
Lower strata, but secure life assessment (13 percent): The findings for this 
group are ambivalent. In terms of availability of resources and objective 
criteria concerning living standards, they belong to the lower strata, but 
in terms of their attitude towards life and their self-perception, they 
classify as secure. The ratio of women to men is balanced; there are also 
scarcely any differences across age groups. Analogous to the first group, 
it contains a very small number of students and the lowest number of 
people with employment, while the number of those temporarily and 
permanently without remunerated work stands above average. This 
group appears, however, as the most religious (7.6 out of 10 points). 
Overall, 80 percent are optimistic about the future of their society 
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Table 2.3 Groups of Uncertainty and Vulnerability

Insecure Rather
insecure

Rather
secure

Secure

Lowest stratum A  14 4 B   2 1

Lower-middle stratum 6 6 5 4

Middle stratum C   4 7 7 6

Higher-middle stratum 2 5 6 6

Highest stratum D   1 2 E   4 7

Question 10 (Quartiles), Strata Index (Appendix)

Note n=9,000 · Rounding errors can occur. | The table displays the building of five groups (A–E) of 
diff erent vulnerabilities; they emerge by linking four groups (quartiles) of Security (Figure 2.1) to five 
groups (quintiles) of the Strata Index (Figure 2.2). They embody diff erent features of Security/Inse-
curity. Bold black lines mark the group limits. All information is given in percentages (adding up to a 
total of 100 per cent).
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(Table 2.13). In this respect, group B is the most confident and, along 
with the middle stratum, also clearly holds the most positive view of 
their own lives and the future.

Group C
Middle strata, secure and insecure life assessment (24 percent): This group 
corresponds with the entire middle group from the strata index. The 
ratio of men to women is also almost balanced. The middle age group 
(aged 21–25) is represented to a somewhat greater extent (36 percent 
compared to 33 percent for the youngest and 31 percent for the oldest 
group). Employment status is almost balanced within this group, with 
school pupils, the employed, and those temporarily without remuner-
ated work forming the largest groups (Table 2.4). Overall, three-quar-
ters are optimistic and confident about their own future and that of 
their society (Table 2.13).

Group D
Higher strata with insecure life assessment (11 percent): This is the smallest 
group. It is also characterised by ambivalence, but represents the inverse 
of the scenario of group B. In terms of resource availability and objective 
criteria pertaining to living standards, this group belongs to the higher 
stratum, but they rank as insecure in terms of their attitude towards life 
and their own perception. Men dominate in this group, at 55 percent, 
compared to 45 percent women. In addition, this group consists of rather 
younger individuals. It is also the category into which the largest number 
of Christians fall (12 percent). With regard to education and employment 
status, university students stand out as the largest group. The smallest 
employment segment is composed of those who never work for mone-
tary income. The group also contains the largest proportion of people (23 
percent) who are very interested in politics. Overall, two-thirds of group 
D are optimistic about the future of their society (Table 2.13).

Group E
Higher strata and secure life assessment (24 percent): This group con-
tains people who live in secure circumstances in terms of both available 
resources and according to their own perception. The ratio of men to 
women is almost equal. The youngest age group is dominant. When it 
comes to education and employment status, school pupils and university 
students are most frequently represented. As in group D, roughly half of 
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the respondents have health insurance. A good three-quarters hold an 
optimistic view of the future of their society. When it comes to their 
own future, two-thirds feel confident, but the largest group with mixed 
feelings (almost one-third) is found here as well (Table 2.13). Overall, 
group E is the most resilient, allowing its members to cope with threats.

How are these five groups distributed across the countries examined? The 
vulnerability–resilient spectrum ranges from young people in Bahrain, 
who frequently appear secure and resilient, to the Syrian refugees in Leba-
non, who are almost entirely insecure and vulnerable (Fig. 2.3). The dichot-
omy could scarcely be greater. Young people in five countries – Lebanon, 
Jordan, Palestine, Tunisia, and Egypt – can predominantly be considered 

 45

Question Security Index (Figure 2.1) & Strata Index (Figure 2.2).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Portrayed are quintiles, repre-
senting five groups of diff erent vulnerabilities. For calculation see Table 2.3. It should be noted that 
the various groups display relational and not absolute statements about the vulnerabilities, referring 
to the universe of the sample.

Figure 2.3 Vulnerable Groups by Country
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secure, representing considerably more than 50 percent of resilient mem-
bers if the middle stratum is included in this calculation (groups C, D, and 
E). In contrast, in Morocco and Yemen, the majority must be categorised 
as insecure. A second observation is possible when only considering the 
distribution of the two ambivalent groups, B and D, while excluding the 
middle group, which is relatively evenly distributed across the countries 
studied, with the exception of the peripheral positions of Bahrain and the 
Syrian refugees. It then transpires that group B – containing the lower 
strata with a secure life assessment – is most prevalent in Tunisia, Egypt, 
and Morocco, which combined account for almost two-thirds, 65 percent, 
of group B. Meanwhile, group D – comprising the higher strata with an 
insecure life assessment – is frequently represented in Bahrain, Lebanon, 
and Palestine, which combined account for more than half, 56 percent, of 
group D.

Internal Structure of Vulnerability
In the following section, the properties of the five groups are further explored 
to reveal the structure of insecurity and vulnerability on group-specific lev-
els. Four analytical steps are involved: first, an introduction to general liv-
ing conditions is provided (i.e. social profile, work-life balance, household 
infrastructure); second, past personal experiences are scrutinised (stability, 
ruptures in everyday life, experiences of violence); third, social integration 
is examined (trust in institutions, access to social networks); and fourth, 
perceptions and thoughts about the future are investigated (fears, appraisals 
of future developments). This section thus offers a first glimpse of the situa-
tion of young people in the MENA region. The findings are further explored 
in more depth in the subsequent chapters. 

Living conditions
Analysing the social profile of the five groups reveals notable variations in 
education and employment situations (Table 2.4). Whereas among the 
rather secure, groups D and E, more than half of respondents are still pursu-
ing educations as school pupils and university students, this is only the case 
for one-seventh of the most vulnerable, group A. The converse applies as 
regards current and structural unemployment. Many people, both women 
and men, are engaged in some form of labour, but if they are not paid for it, 
they are categorised as temporarily or permanently out of work, or ‘unem-
ployed’. This applies to well more than half of the most vulnerable, groups 
A and B, but to only one-quarter of the most secure, group E. Generally, 
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almost one-fifth of respondents are engaged in paid employment relations. 
People who work for wages are however concentrated in the most vulnera-
ble group. Thus, remunerated work cannot be simply equated with ‘security’. 
Group A as noted above, contains by far the highest proportion of refugees 
and has a high share of young adults who have already established their own 
household. Their exposure is further compounded by asymmetric access to 
formal provisions against illness. The vulnerable are hence the least secure.

When the self-assessment of young people’s work-life balance is consid-
ered, between one-quarter and one-third emphasise that they strike a good 
balance between work and leisure (Table 2.5). On the one hand, however, 
around half of the young people are not using their full potential; they are 
under-challenged. They do not exploit all the possibilities in their daily lives, 
education, or work, and in some cases this is considered to be an enduring 
situation. Along with some school pupils, individuals who are temporarily 
or permanently out of work are particularly affected by this phenomenon. 
On the other hand, a good 10 percent of young people feel stressed. Here 
too the permanently unemployed are most frequently affected. Moreover, 
the most vulnerable group most frequently displays pathological findings. 
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Table 2.4 Social Profi les of the Groups

All A B C D E

Vulner-
able

Vulnerable-
optimistic

Middle Resilient-
pessimistic

Resil-
ient

100 29 13 24 11 24

Employment status

 – Pupils (school) 18  9 17 21 20 26

 – Student (university) 17  5 10 16 32 28

 – Permanently without work 18 30 22 16  9  8

 – Temporarily without work 25 29 34 25 20 17

 – Working 22 27 18 22 19 20

Own household 29 42 28 26 18 19

Refugee (Yes) 17 41  7  9  8  4

Health insurance (Yes) 30 14 29 36 41 42

Religiosity (Points: 1–10 Ø) 7.3 7.2 7.6 7.1 7.1 7.5

Questions 15, 24, 25, 65, 66, 67, 68, 95, 121, 169.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages (except the last row, concerning Religiosity; this row shows arithmetic 
means between 1 = ‘not religious’ and 10 = ‘very religious’); ø = average. Rounding errors can occur. | ‘Own house-
hold’ indicates that the young adults are no longer living with their parents, but with their partner or with their own 
family. Bold figures represent the highest scores per row.
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In groups A and B, up to 9 percent stated that they consistently do not 
exploit their potential to the fullest and that they feel sick. A further 5 per-
cent in group A report that they are permanently stressed and feel ill. In 
contrast, those from the middle group most frequently consider their per-
sonal situation to be balanced. The most resilient, group E, is characterised 
by a concentration of people with close to a good work–life balance, while 
also exhibiting the highest frequencies of both low-level stressful situations 
and feelings of not maximising their potential.

Allocative resources include, for example, ownership of housing as well 
as household hardware and amenities (Table 2.6). Housing, in the form of 
an apartment or house, is the realm in which private individuals invest the 
most money over the course of their lives. This is where money acquired 
through work, and interest on capital, is frequently saved. Two-thirds 
of respondents or their parents own their apartment or house. There are, 
however, pronounced differences among the five groups in terms of accom-
modation. While not even half of the respondents (42 percent) among the 
most vulnerable, group A, own their home, roughly twice as many people 
in groups C, D, and E, the three most secure, do so. When it comes to 
basic household infrastructure, fundamental amenities – water, electricity, 
television – and a separate kitchen are almost universally available. Spe-
cific household hardware and appliances are rather unequally distributed, 
allowing for a stratified wealth ranking. The most insecure, those in group 
A, have a lower level of access to satellite reception and refrigerators, with 
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Table 2.5 ‘Work–Life–Balance’

All A B C D E

I am consistently not using my full potential and I am ill  7  9  9  7  5  4

I am consistently not using my full potential 20 21 23 22 18 16

I am not using my full potential 28 27 27 26 27 29

I live a good balance between work and leisure 31 25 28 35 34 34

I feel stressed  9  9  9  7  9 11

I am permanently stressed  4  5  3  2  4  5

I am permanently stressed and I am ill  3  5  2  2  3  1

Question ‘Are you already at the maximum of your performance concerning your studies, your work, 
or your daily aff airs? What describes your situation best?’

Question 84.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row.
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even greater polarisation evidenced by ownership of computers, cars, and air 
conditioners.

 48

Table 2.6 Household Resources: Available Infrastructure

All A B C D E

Owner of the place you live in = Yes 68 42 59 80 86 83

How many years have you been 
 living in this housing situation? (Ø)

13 10 14 15 15 14

Tap water 92 82 92 95 97 99

Separate kitchen 92 85 89 95 98 98

Electricity 90 86 92 91 93 93

Television 86 82 86 87 92 90

Satellite antenna 80 67 79 83 89 88

Refrigerator 80 55 84 89 94 96

Computer/Laptop 53 14 34 62 82 90

Internet access a 47 12 19 54 76 86

Car/pick-up/lorry a 39  1  1 42 80 85

Air conditioning a 32  2  4 30 61 73

Question ‘Which of the following items do you have available in your household?’

Questions 51, 52, 55.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. ø = average. | a These items have been applied for the strata ranking. Ac-
cordingly, their distribution in the table is predetermined.

Table 2.7 Stability in Life

All A B C D E

Political situation 33 45 25 31 31 23

My economic situation 18 38 10 11 14  5

Prospects to live a fulfi lled live  9 17  6  6  8  5

Trust in my friends  5  7  4  4  6  4

Personal belief in my skills  3  5  1  1  3  1

Personal faith in my religion  1  2  1  1  2  1

Relations with my family  1  2  1  1  2  1

Question ‘In life, some things continuously change; others rather remain as they are. To what extent is 
there stability in the diff erent areas of your life?’ Here: ‘Unstable’.

Questions 167.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. | Five options to answer this question were given: ‘Unstable’, ‘Rather un-
stable’, ‘So-so’, ‘Rather stable’, ‘Stable’.
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Personal experiences
Investigating experiences of personal changes, ruptures in everyday life, and 
experiences of violence scrutinises past personal experiences and reveals 
levels of individual instability. Above all, young people frequently consider 
their political situation and to a lesser degree their economic situation to 
be unstable (Table 2.7). Apart from group A, only small sections, in sin-
gle-digit percentages, of the other groups indicate instability as regards 
their ‘prospects to live a fulfilled life’ or ‘trust in my friends’. Almost none 
of the respondents characterised their own faith, religious convictions, and 
relationships with their families as unstable (see Chapter 3). As might be 
expected, respondents from the most vulnerable, group A, are frequently 
exposed to political and economic instability while for the most resilient, 
group E, only about one-quarter of respondents consider the political sit-
uation to be unstable; all other areas are identified as being rather stable.

These insights about personal changes correspond to the findings about 
ruptures in everyday life during the last five years (reference point: summer 
2016; Table 2.8). Five situations generate similar results and are considered 
‘very important’ by between one-fifth and one-quarter of young people: 
personal cutbacks due to growing violence, food shortages, job loss, changes 
in the family, and social instability. Growing violence, like the other sit-
uations, affects the most vulnerable, group A, in particular. One-third 
consider growing violence to be ‘very important’, and a further one-third 
deem it ‘important’. In groups B and C, however, a quarter of respondents 
view growing violence as ‘very important’ and a further third consider it 
‘important’. The most pronounced differences among the five groups are 
found when it comes to food shortages. Here, quite obviously, the lack or 
poor availability of resources combines with overall conditions of armed 
conflicts in Syria and Yemen – respondents from these two countries con-
stitute more than half (56 percent) of group A – and thus set the stage for 
food shortages (see Chapter 10). On the other hand, Bahrain and Lebanon, 
in one case (group E) together with Jordan and in one case (group D) with 
Palestine, make up more than half the members of the two most resilient 
groups. Food shortages did not play a major role in these countries over 
the five years. The selective impact of developments after the Arab Spring 
also becomes apparent in statements on general insecurity (item: ‘social 
instability’) and economic distress (item: ‘job losses’). ‘Changes within the 
family’ are however largely not group-dependent. A lower frequency, how-
ever, is found within group D.
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Table 2.8 Changes in Life

All A B C D E

Growing violence 26 33 26 24 19 20

Food shortage 25 35 27 22 15 17

Job losses 24 32 24 20 17 19

Changes within the family 22 24 21 20 15 23

Social instability 21 30 22 19 13 15

Sectarian divisions 16 24 16 14 10 12

Increasing separation from the outside world 15 22 16 13  9 11

Climate change 15 17 19 15 10 14

Question ‘What about changes in your life during the last 5 years. How important are they?’ Here: 
‘Very important’.

Question 141.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. | Five options to answer this question were given: ‘Very important’, ‘Impor-
tant’, ‘So-so’, ‘Unimportant’, ‘Very unimportant’.

Table 2.9 Experiences with Violence

All A B C D E

Have you ever …?

 1. Witnessed violence 32 43 32 32 26 23

 2. Experienced psychological violence 14 24  9 13 11  7

 3. Experienced expulsion or displacement 12 32  4  5  7  2

 4. Experienced your house being destroyed 11 28  4  5  6  2

 5. Suffered from hunger 10 27  4  4  4  1

 6. Experienced any form of violence 8 11  5  8  7  5

 7. Experienced violence within the family 7 12  5  7  6  3

 8. Experienced sexual harassment 6  6  6  7  6  4

 9. Been beaten up several times 5  8  4  6  5  2

10. Needed to see a doctor as you have been beaten up 5  8  3  4  4  2

11. Suffered from torture 4  9  2  2  2  1

12. Joined a demonstration that turned violent 4  4  4  4  4  3

13. Been injured in an armed confl ict 3  6  2  2  3  1

14. Been in jail 3  5  2  3  2  1

No experience of violence (1–14) 57 37 61 59 66 72

One experience of violence (1–14) 17 14 24 20 15 17

Multiple experiences of violence (more than one) 26 49 15 21 19 11

Question 168.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. | Two options to answer this question were given: ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. The table 
displays the ‘Yes’ answers.
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The following explanations pick up on the findings above in examining 
personal experiences with violence within the context of increasing politi-
cal instability and spreading conflict (Table 2.9). Asked about various vio-
lent experiences, the respondents’ two most frequent answers were having 
‘witnessed violence’ and having ‘experienced psychological violence’. Two 
findings are particularly striking: experience of violence is concentrated in 
group A, while sexual harassment (verbally and physically) was experienced 
in all groups at almost the same level (see Chapter 5). The aggregated data 
reveal an underlying pattern: almost three-quarters of the most resilient, 
group E, have had no personal experience of violence to date. In contrast, 
half of the most vulnerable, group A, have had multiple experiences of vio-
lence. Subsequently, the spectrum of insecurities is unequally distributed 
among young people.

Social integration
In contrast to violent experiences and destabilising developments, trust in 
institutions and social networks represent positive experiences. Statements 
about trust in organisations and institutions provide insight into respon-
dents’ perceptions of the stability and credibility they grant the state and 
its organs. Table 2.10 reveals, however, that young people mostly trust, 
above all, in their families as a social institution, as indicated by 80 percent 
of respondents. The military ranks second (54 percent), followed by the 
educational system, the police, the government, and the public healthcare 
system, which are each trusted by one-third of respondents. By far the low-
est level of trust is accorded to parliaments and political parties (14 and 9 
percent, respectively; see Chapter 12). 

When the five groups are comparatively analysed, the following pattern 
emerges. First, all groups trust the family to an almost equal degree. The 
most resilient, group E, expresses trust most frequently, comparatively 
speaking, in four additional institutions – educational establishments, the 
police, the government, and the public health system – which receive high 
approval rating across all groups. The most vulnerable, group A, in contrast, 
expresses comparatively greater trust than other groups in institutions that 
generally have average to low trust values. These include tribal structures, 
religious organisations, the United Nations, human rights organisations, 
and parliament. This result may be related to the group’s regional com-
position, given that a large part of this group, as noted, consists of Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon and of Yemenis, who on the one hand are highly influ-
enced by ethnic groups and tribes, and on the other hand, due to war and 
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ensuing flight and migration, have already had relevant experiences with 
the United Nations and human rights organisations. The second most vul-
nerable, group B, by contrast gives the highest approval rating to the mil-
itary, trusted by two-thirds of the group. Comparatively high trust values 
are also accorded the legal system, religious organisations, the media, and 
trade unions. The middle, group C, gives trade unions and political parties 
top ranking. This corresponds to the finding on the middle stratum that the 
central segments of this stratum are most frequently linked to democratic 
structures (see Chapter 8).

Access to social networks includes the possibility of social integration, 
the opportunity to locate oneself within society, and access to a social safety 
net that can be mobilised in emergencies. This contributes to ontological 
security. Establishing and maintaining social networks require, however, 
time and commitment, while the networks are to a certain degree subject 
to the principle of reciprocity; that is, exchanges and transactions, includ-
ing information, are based on mutuality. In this context, the calculation of 
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Table 2.10 Trust

All A B C D E

Family 80 79 78 80 78 83

Military 54 52 68 59 46 48

Educational system 42 35 36 38 45 57

Police 40 30 33 34 39 52

Government 34 25 30 31 35 49

Public health system 33 26 30 26 36 50

Legal system and courts 26 25 37 30 19 22

Tribe 25 34 24 26 21 16

United Nations 24 28 24 23 19 24

Religious organisations 23 26 26 24 18 18

Media 20 17 23 21 15 22

Human rights NGOs 19 26 18 18 13 14

Trade unions 18 18 19 19 16 18

Militias (armed groups) 17 10 22 19 16 19

Neighbourhood associations 16 20 17 18 11 10

Parliament 14 17 15 14  9 11

Political parties  9  8  8 11  9  8

Question ‘What about your trust in diff erent institutions?’ Here: ‘Trust’.

Question 114.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. | Three options to answer this question were given: ‘No trust’, ‘Limited 
trust’, and ‘Trust’.
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Table 2.11 Social Networks

All A B C D E

Are you part of a fi xed group of friends – a clique? = Yes 58 44 54 64 66 66

Do you use the internet? = Yes 75 51 65 83 92 96
 – Hours/day (Ø) 5.2 3.7 4.3 5.0 6.1 6.4

How do you use social networks? a

 – Keep in contact with friends and family 38 38 30 34 36 44
 – Share music / videos 21 12 16 19 22 31
 – Organise meetings with my friends 19 10 13 16 23 28
 – Look for work opportunities 11  6 11  9 12 16

Neither clique nor internet 14 31 20  8  3  2

Security: Whom do you approach…

… in case you need money?
 – Family 80 70 82 82 84 88
 – My partner b 57 52 57 60 61 68
 – Friends 20 24 21 22 19 14
 – Nobody  2  3  2  2  0  1

… in case you are looking for work?
 – Family 42 39 39 40 45 47
 – Friends 32 35 30 33 31 27
 – My partner b 27 25 24 27 25 33
 – Internet 20  6 16 23 24 34
 – Public institutions 20 12 23 24 20 25
 – Private initiatives  7  4  7  8  7  8
 – Neighbours  6  7  6  6  4  3
 – People of same origin  6  8  7  7  4  3
 – Nobody  6  9  6  5  5  2

… in case you are sick?
 – Family 79 74 76 79 84 86
 – My partner b 62 60 57 62 69 73
 – Friends 11 12 11 11 13 11
 – Public institutions  6  5 14  8  3  4

… in case of personal problems?

 – Family 66 66 66 66 67 66
 – My partner b 58 54 57 60 58 69
 – Friends 31 23 26 34 36 37
 – Nobody  5  5  6  4  4  4

Questions 129, 132, 149, 153, 155.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages (except the third row, showing the duration of Internet sessions in 
hours per day). Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent the highest score per row. ø = average. | a ‘How do 
you use social networks like Facebook, blogs, or WhatsApp?’ = ‘Frequently’. The question was addressed to Internet 
users only. The following options scored 5 per cent or less: ‘Look for a possible partner’; ‘Discuss politics’; ‘Discuss 
religious aff airs’; ‘Mobilise friends and other people for politics’; ‘Actively oppose specific political positions’; ‘Mobilise 
friends and other people for religious aff airs’; ‘Actively oppose specific religious positions’. With the question ‘Whom 
do you approach …?’, only answers scoring more than 2 per cent were considered. b Percentages were calculated for 
married respondents only.
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values concerning gift and reciprocity could span long time periods. How 
are young people integrated into online and offline networks? Overall, a 
good 60 percent are part of an established group of friends, or a clique, i.e. a 
circle of friends of the same age (Table 2.11). The frequency of this, however, 
is unequally distributed. Among the most vulnerable, group A, not even 
half belong to a clique, while among the secure, groups C, D, and E, two-
thirds of respondents have a circle of friends. This pattern is repeated as 
regards internet use, although here the differences are even more distinct, in 
terms of the proportion of users and the duration of use. The most prevalent 
use of virtual social networks is to stay in touch with family and friends; 
this is almost the same for all user groups. Conversely, around one-seventh 
of respondents have neither internet access nor an established group of 
friends. The two most vulnerable groups clearly stand out here. A good 
one-third and one-fifth, respectively, appear socially isolated in this respect. 
In this instance, perceived insecurities and resource insecurities combine in 
weak social networks.
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Table 2.12 Anxieties Concerning the Future

All A B C D E

Increasing insecurity 34 46 36 32 26 22

Becoming seriously sick 33 40 36 30 28 27

Becoming poor 32 46 32 27 26 23

Losing my work a 30 39 31 27 26 23

Becoming a victim of a terror attack 29 38 31 28 23 19

Armed confl icts threatening your family 28 39 29 27 19 17

Not being as successful in life as you wish 26 29 30 26 22 23

Falling out seriously with your parents 22 21 27 24 18 21

Being forced to leave your country for economic 
reasons

22 33 20 20 16 13

Being forced to leave your country for political reasons 20 28 19 18 16 15

Staying unmarried and single 17 20 19 16 14 14

Becoming dependent on drugs 16 18 22 17 11 13

Not having friends 16 19 17 14 15 13

Question ‘Let us now talk about your anxieties concerning the future. Are you anxious about …?’ Here: 
‘Very much’.

Question 140.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row. | Five options to answer the question about anxieties concerning the future 
were given: ‘Very much’, ‘Fairly’, ‘A little’, ‘Not at all’, ‘Cannot happen’. a This question was answered by 
all interviewees, not only those who are employed.
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Whom do young people turn to if they experience minor difficulties 
or major predicaments, such as if they need money, fall ill, have personal 
problems, or are looking for work? The answers to this question reveal the 
relative importance of social networks and the strategic options at hand. 
The most striking finding is that in all four instances cited, the family is 
again by far the most frequent choice. In the case of illness and in mon-
ey-related matters, more than three-quarters of young people turn to their 
families. When it comes to personal problems and to the search for work, 
the family still ranks number one for most respondents, but friends and 
one’s partner emerge as important in these instances. The most important 
differences between the groups relate to the need for money. Between 70 
percent in the most insecure, group A and 88 percent in the most secure, 
group E would turn to their parents. In contrast, in the case of personal 
problems, there are almost no differences between the groups in terms of 
whom they would turn to for help. The field appears broadly homogenous 
here. A considerable number of people, often cutting across the five groups, 
say that they have no one to turn to if they run into personal difficulties. 
This predominately concerns the search for work, but also personal prob-
lems and money-related issues.

Future expectations
Against the above backdrop, what anxieties do young people have about the 
future (Tables 2.12 and 2.13)? Generally speaking, uncertain and unstable 
conditions are most likely to produce fear. This includes fear over growing 
insecurity, fear of impoverishment, possible job losses, fear of falling vic-
tim to a terrorist attack, and fear of armed conflicts threatening the family. 
About one-third are ‘very anxious’ of the first six scenarios represented in 
Table 2.12, and a further one-fifth selected ‘fairly anxious’. Together, this 
encompasses about half of all respondents. When the five groups are anal-
ysed comparatively, the members of group A, the most vulnerable, feel most 
frequently exposed to different fears concerning their future. This applies 
to group B, otherwise among the most confident, also in three regards: 
being less successful than they would like, falling out with their parents, 
and becoming addicted to drugs. Despite the great optimism this group 
expresses, its members face heavy pressure to avoid or escape from poverty.

Conclusion
This chapter addresses the importance of uncertainty in the lives of young 
people in the MENA region. I argue that establishing security in its various 



Uncertainty | 53 

forms serves as a means to hedge against uncertainties. Conceptually speak-
ing, securities are constructed within three interlinked arenas: ontological 
security on the individual level; livelihood security at the household level; 
and welfare provision at the level of the polity, generally embodied by the 
community and the state. The absence of violence is of fundamental impor-
tance in these contexts. While the production of securities serves to contain 
uncertainties, the young people in the MENA region face major challenges. 
In recent years, societal conditions and everyday life in the region were fun-
damentally altered due to political upheavals, escalations in violence, and 
economic difficulties as well as the dynamics of globalisation. Today, previ-
ous coping strategies to mitigate insecurities are only successful to a limited 
degree or not at all. Young people, not being a homogenous group, are hence 
confronted with differing degrees of exposure and vulnerability. At first 
glance this is revealed empirically if the most vulnerable group is compared 
with the most resilient group; these two groups together make up more 
than half of all respondents. The most resilient group, which lives in secure 
circumstances in terms of resources (stratum index) and its own perception 
(security index), consists primarily of school pupils and university students. 
Three-quarters have no personal experiences of violence; they have strong 
networks in the form of an established group of friends or via the internet; 
and their trust in family, educational institutions, police, and government 
is largely undisturbed. Only a small proportion emphasise that they have 
major fears about the future. Uncertainty appears manageable, and many 
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Table 2.13 Perception of the Future

All A B C D E

Personal life and future

 – Rather pessimistically 13 27  8  9 11  6

 – Rather optimistically 65 54 72 74 62 65

 – Mixed, both ways 22 19 20 18 27 29

Society’s future

 – Rather pessimistically 30 41 20 25 32 27

 – Rather optimistically 70 59 80 75 68 73

Question ‘How do you perceive your own future and personal life?’
Question ‘And what about the future of our society? Do you perceive it … ?’

Questions 165, 166.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent 
the highest score per row.



of them are confident. In contrast, the most vulnerable group – which lives 
in insecure circumstances in terms of resources and their own perception – 
consists above all of young adults who have already established their own 
household. Two-thirds, however, are temporarily or permanently out of 
work. Well over one-third describe themselves as refugees. They have expe-
rienced dramatic upheavals in recent years, and around half have already 
experienced multiple episodes of violence. One-third is largely isolated 
socially; these young people lack an established group of friends and have 
no internet access. This group also sees itself as facing several major fears. 
Around half view their personal future as gloomy or mixed. The uncertain-
ties are correspondingly dramatic and also have somatic consequences. For 
some, stress or the sense of not using their potential is so pronounced that 
they feel ill. Overall, the situation of young people in the MENA region thus 
oscillates between uncertainty and confidence.
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Habits & Values





3 
Values

Jörg Gertel & David Kreuer 

Values are points of reference for human behaviour. In this chapter, 
we examine the importance of the values and aspirations of young people 
in the MENA region. We explore how stable their values are, given the mul-
tiple crises and on-going disruptions in Middle Eastern societies. In the 
1990s, Bennani-Chraïbi (1994) first described identity formation among 
Arab youth as bricolage culturel (cultural assemblage). The term captures 
the combination of identity fragments resulting partly from values and 
beliefs considered ‘traditional’, and partly from ‘modern’ cultural references 
including creative strategies for coping with recent social and economic 
problems and challenges. Since then, the requirements of society have 
further increased for them. Current prerequisites include a greater readi-
ness for mobility, spontaneity, assertiveness, and independence, but above 
all flexibility, creativity, velocity, and problem-solving skills. Entering the 
world of paid employment now demands such key competencies as loyalty, 
reliability, discipline, and thoroughness. In some instances, the actors may 
also need special linguistic or social skills as well as the ability to navigate 
religious and regional configurations. Many young Arabs have thus become 
flexible crafters of their own identities and biographies in these multifac-
eted worlds. 

Today, new normative points of reference have emerged in biographical 
narratives in Arab countries. This is due to accelerated globalisation, omni-
present communication networks, and disturbing experiences of visual and 
physical violence. In the context of increasing uncertainty and widespread 
insecurity following the Arab Spring, a central question is how the loss of 
opportunities and reliable institutional anchors might affect young people’s 
values. We consider values to be suppliers of socially and personally desir-
able choices and patterns for self-orientation (Fritzsche 2000): 

[Values] are not concrete prescriptions for action, not norms, and 
they are neither binding nor compulsory. Values are individual 
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concepts of what is worth aspiring to. As such, they are rather 
general points of reference by which human behaviour can be ori-
ented; but [it] does not necessarily have to . . . While norms are 
primarily effective between people and structure our behaviour . . . 
values are ‘in’ people. (Ibid.: 97, our translation, emphasis in the 
original)

Our exploration of values is presented in four sections. We start by intro-
ducing the young people interviewed. We then explore and discuss their 
value sets. Next we discuss correlations and clusters of values that connect 
groups of youth beyond national borders, and then we focus on the impact 
of societal ruptures and young people’s anxieties, shedding light on individ-
ual discontinuities and the transformation of values. 

Characteristics of Arab Youth
Arab youth and young adults were interviewed across eight countries in 
the summer of 2016. They are aged 16–30, and the majority still live with 
their parents. Just under a third of them, however, have already established 
a household of their own. This is particularly the case for women, who tend 
to marry at a younger age than the men of their generation. Despite this, 
almost all of them self-identified as ‘youth’ (91 percent of females, 93 per-
cent of males) rather than ‘adults.’ Almost all of them have a very strong 
connection to their parents: they live with their parents, and often also eat 
together; two-thirds still belong to the same unit of reproduction, meaning 
that they can have their own spending money, but a large share of house-
hold members’ income is pooled in a common budget. Even in the case 
of young adults with their own household, they retain numerous connec-
tions to their parents (see Chapter 7). The key characteristics used in the 
following to describe the youth are their level of education, language skills, 
class status, involvement in social networking, life goals, and views on the 
importance of family, children, and intergenerational relationships as well 
as their sense of belonging. These characteristics are closely tied, we argue, 
to shaping young people’s values. 

Education
Investigating education is not particularly easy. For one, some respondents 
are still in the midst of their training and education. Moreover, school 
enrolment rates have sometimes changed dramatically (often increasing) 
within just a few years, rendering comparisons across groups somewhat 
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problematic, particularly when an entire region, not just a single country, is 
considered. What is the general and overall educational status of the inter-
viewees? When three groups with the lowest formal education are clustered 
together – namely, the illiterate, people who can read and write but have 
no formal education, as well as those who have no more than a primary 
school education – one finds that as much as one-fifth of respondents have 
only a minimal formal education (Table 3.1). The large majority, however, 
have had secondary school educations. Corresponding to their age, one seg-
ment of interviewees is still in (vocational) training, while the older ones 
might have already graduated and are working, either unpaid (e.g. work as 
housewife) or in paid employment. Therefore, age is important in assessing 
educational levels.

When age is applied, the youngest group (aged 16–20) has by far the 
highest proportion of secondary and intermediate-level students, and only 
a small number has more than a high school diploma. The middle group 
(aged 21–25) shows a much broader distribution of educational degrees. In 
the oldest group (aged 26–30), among which many have completed their 
education and training, we find the greatest polarity: one-quarter have no 
or only minimal formal education, while three-quarters have completed 
higher education (more than one-quarter holding university degrees). 
This polarity is even more pronounced among those who have established 
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Table 3.1 Youth and Education

All Gender Age Household

Highest degree achieved Aver-
age

Male Female 16–20 21–25 26–30 Parents Own

Illiterate  4  2  5  2  3  5  2  8

Read and write  2  2  3  2  2  4  2  4

Primary school 15 16 15 17 13 16 13 20

Secondary / Intermediate school 41 44 39 61 34 27 47 29

Baccalaureate / A-levels 16 17 16 13 22 14 17 14

Technical / Vocational diploma  5  6  4  2  6  6  5  4

University degree (BA / MA) 16 14 18  2 20 28 14 21

PhD (7) (5) (2) (7) (4) (3)

Total (percent) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Questions 3, 4, 15, 26.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | ‘Household Parents’ = Interviewee lives 
with parents in the same household; ‘Household Own’ = Interviewee has established own household. Figures in brack-
ets represent single cases.
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their own households. Overall, a pattern emerges that is known from other 
studies: enrolment rates and education levels have generally improved over 
time. The difference between countries, however, is considerable. A com-
parison of the average number of school years completed shows Bahrain, 
Tunisia, Palestine, and Lebanon in the lead, with an average of twelve or 
thirteen years of school, followed by Jordan, Morocco, and Egypt, with an 
average of ten to eleven years of education. The lowest averages are eight 
years of schooling in Yemen and seven years for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 

Language skills
Almost all surveyed youth (99 percent) cite Arabic as their native language. 
Of note, spoken Arabic dialects differ greatly from one another in terms 
of vocabulary, pronunciation, and even grammar. It is only the written 
language, namely Modern Standard Arabic, which is taught in schools, 
that guarantees a speaker the ability to communicate across national bor-
ders. Second native languages, following far behind Arabic, are English 
(2 percent, mainly in Lebanon), Amazigh (only in Morocco), and French 
(primarily in Morocco). As regards a second language that young people 
master, English comes in first place (34 percent), clearly ahead of French 
(18 percent). This situation is reversed in Morocco and Tunisia (combined, 
55 percent French, 29 percent English), as both countries historically have 
strong ties to France.

Class status
Social stratification is distinct from country to country. To understand 
the different access to resources, we calculated a ‘social strata index’, based 
on four criteria: educational status of the father, wealth ranking of the 
household, housing situation, and economic self-assessment (see Chapter 
2). The higher a respondent’s and his or her family’s score in these areas, 
the higher their social status. Our analysis reveals some pronounced 
differences: the higher the social stratum, for instance, the greater the 
proportion of younger and single rather than older and married persons. 
Members of the lower strata tend to feel less secure and have less optimism 
for the future. 

Social networks
Three-quarters of those surveyed use the internet, and almost half of them 
have an internet connection in their home. Such social networks as Face-
book and WhatsApp are used primarily to connect with family and friends 
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(75 percent of users) and only rarely for political (9 percent) or religious 
mobilisation (ta‘bi’a) (13 percent). Three-quarters of those interviewed own 
a smartphone. At the same time, more than half are part of a fixed circle of 
friends, and almost all are satisfied or very satisfied with those friends. One 
in seven respondents, however, is not part of a group of friends and does not 
have access to the internet. This situation is most common among Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon and young people in Yemen and Morocco. Generally, 
the strongest feelings of attachment are to ‘offline institutions’, that is, their 
family (average ranking of 8.2 on a scale 1–10), home region (average of 7.1), 
and religious community (average of 7.0). Young people without internet 
access tend to have higher scores here. On the other hand, it is the internet 
users who feel a greater connection to young people in the rest of the world, 
in particular through common interests in fashion (35 percent), football 
(34 percent), and music (32 percent). This can be further broken down by 
gender. Males dominate as regards interest in football (49 percent of males 
compared to 18 percent of females) and computer games (34 percent to 24 
percent), while the connection through fashion is more markedly female 
(39 percent to 30 percent).

Life goals
Asked to choose one individual goal from a list of four possible choices, 
almost half of respondents opted for ‘a good job’, almost one-third for ‘a 
good marriage’, and just under one-fifth for ‘good family relationships’ 
(Table 3.2). This points to the central importance of work and the hope 
of a fulfilling future associated with employment. The differences between 
men and women are, however, remarkable for the first two goals. Almost 
two-thirds of men opted for a good job compared to one-third of women. 
This corresponds with the current labour market situation in which men 
continue to be the main earners, and women engage in paid work primar-
ily as a temporary activity. Those women often seek employment during 
the period between graduation and the onset of new demands with the 
establishment of an independent household (see Chapter 7). In partic-
ular, women often switch back to unpaid work in the home after having 
children. Subsequently, a majority of young women, though no longer an 
overwhelming majority, see a good marriage as their most important goal 
in life. This desire increases with age. A good marriage occupies the number 
one spot for the group of young adults who have already established their 
own households. 
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Importance of family
A related question concerns the importance of family, children, and intergen-
erational relations (Table 3.2). The large majority of young people believe one 
needs family if one is to lead a happy life. Differences between the genders, age 
groups, and those with different marital statuses are small. The family is firmly 
seen as the most important point of reference. A similar pattern emerges 
when it comes to children. For many, the desire to have children of their own 
is very much evident. This desire increases with age and peaks among those 
who have established their own households. Of note, more than two-thirds   7776

Table 3.2 Characteristics of Young People in the MENA Region

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–20 21–25 25–26 Parents Own

Religion: ‘How religious are you?’ (10 points = ‘very religious’; here: 8–10 points) 52 47 57 51 53 52 51 56

 – ‘Religion is a private matter and nobody should interfere’ = ‘Yes’ 83 82 85 81 84 84 82 85

Individual goals: ‘What is more important for your personal future?’ (Select one option)

 – ‘A good job’ 48 62 34 52 50 41 54 33

 – ‘A good marriage’ 30 19 41 22 31 37 24 45

 – ‘Good family relations’ 19 16 22 20 16 20 18 21

 – ‘Good friends’  4  4  4  7  3  2  5  2

Social relations:

 – ‘Family: One needs a family to live a happy life’ = ‘Yes’ 92 90 93 90 92 93 91 94

 – ‘Children: One needs children to live a happy life’ = ‘Yes’ 85 84 86 81 86 89 83 91

 – ‘Raising children the same way your parents raised you’ a 71 70 71 70 69 73 69 73

 – ‘Generations: Relations between younger and older generations’ b = ‘In tension’ 44 44 44 45 44 42 44 42

 – ‘Older generation should reduce their demands’ c = ‘Yes’ 34 37 32 34 36 34 36 32

Self and society:

 – ‘I feel excluded from society’ (10 points = Agree completely; here: 8–10 points) 17 19 16 18 17 18 16 21

 – ‘I am part of a minority’ (10 points = Agree completely; here: 8–10 points) 10 11 10 10 10  9 10 11

 – ‘I perceive myself as a citizen with the same rights as all other citizens’ (1 point = Completely 
disagree; here: 1–3 points)

10 11  8  9  9 11  9 10

Future: ‘How do you perceive your own future and personal life?’

 – ‘Rather pessimistic’ 13 16 11 12 13 16 12 17

 – ‘Rather optimistic’ 65 62 67 67 64 63 66 63

 – ‘Mixed, either way’ 22 22 22 22 23 22 23 20

 – ‘And what about the future of society?’         

 – ‘Rather pessimistic’ 30 33 27 29 30 32 29 33

 – ‘Rather optimistic’ 70 67 73 71 70 68 71 67

Questions 120, 121, 124, 127, 133, 138, 139, 144, 165, 166.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The options to answer questions 
are as follows: ‘Religion’: (Scale 1–10) 1 = ‘Not religious at all’ / 10 = ‘Very religious’: ‘Exclusion’, ‘Minority’, and 
‘Citizenship’: (Scale 1–10) 1 = ‘Completely disagree’ / 10 = ‘Completely agree’.

a The full question reads as follows: ‘Would you (or do you) raise your children the same way as your parents 
raised you?’ Answers here = ‘In exactly the same way’ and ‘About the same’. b The full question reads as fol-
lows: ‘How would you describe the relations between the younger and older generations in your country?’ = ‘In 
tension’. c The full question is as follows: ‘The older generation should reduce their demands in favour of the 
younger generation.’
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would raise their children in the same or similar manner as their parents raised 
them. This indicates that despite societal ruptures, social norms and values are 
being transferred to the next generation with a certain consistency. 

Society
How secure, supported, and socially connected do young people feel when 
measured in terms of their perceived exclusion from society, belonging 
to a minority, or feeling like a second-class citizen? There is a small group 
(between 10 and 20 percent) who feel completely excluded from society.   7776
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are as follows: ‘Religion’: (Scale 1–10) 1 = ‘Not religious at all’ / 10 = ‘Very religious’: ‘Exclusion’, ‘Minority’, and 
‘Citizenship’: (Scale 1–10) 1 = ‘Completely disagree’ / 10 = ‘Completely agree’.

a The full question reads as follows: ‘Would you (or do you) raise your children the same way as your parents 
raised you?’ Answers here = ‘In exactly the same way’ and ‘About the same’. b The full question reads as fol-
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They are more likely to be men than women, and, above all, have already 
established their own households.

In summary, young people are receiving more formal education than 
ever. Arabic combined with English skills is by far the most significant lin-
guistic point of reference. Three-quarters use the internet or own a smart-
phone. A job is crucial to their ambitions in life, which is strongly devoted 
to the values of family and children. 

Value Sets of Young People
The central reference point for our further analysis of values is a question 
posed to the respondents regarding what they see as worth aspiring to in 
life. The following question was asked: ‘As individuals, we have ideas and 
visions about our personal life, our attitudes, and behaviour. If you reflect 
about possible achievements in your life, how important are the following 
points for you?’ The interviewees were then presented with twenty-eight 
options to evaluate on a scale ranging from one (‘absolutely unimportant’) 
to ten (‘absolutely important’) (see Table 3.3). 

On an initial look at the results, the top score for ‘believing in God’ and 
the lowest score for ‘being politically active’ jump out. Belief in God is seen 
by most as a private matter, and as such is an area in which nobody should 
interfere (see Table 3.2). Religious faith does not, therefore, imply that the 
respondent is socially or politically active or mobilised in a religious context. 
Rather, it is a personal decision to trust in God. This leads, as evidenced in 
the qualitative interviews, to a kind of optimism that is remarkable in the 
face of the insecure living conditions, armed conflicts, and uncertain pros-
pects for the future. When asked why Arab youth are so optimistic despite 
their often-precarious situations – two-thirds indicated that they view their 
own future and that of their country in an optimistic light – the response 
from Buraq, a 19-year-old from Yemen, is emblematic. He emphasised, 

I share the same positive outlook, because we believe in God and 
believe he will help us and provide all good things. (YE-2)

Afrah, a 28-year-old unmarried university graduate who works in Sana’a in 
a workshop for the disabled, replied,

Even though I live in hard times with psychological, economic, 
and social problems, I trust in God that such crises will come to an 
end, and we will defeat corruption and have a better future. (YE-4)
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Equally, 26-year-old Esraa from Gaza in Palestine, is optimistic despite the 
challenging living conditions there, asserting:

Yes, I am optimistic, and I am a true believer in God, and I am sure 
that God will help us. (PS-5)

Nawal, a Syrian refugee in Lebanon, underlined, 
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Table 3.3 Importance of Possible Achievements in Life

Total Male Female

Believing in God 9.1 9.1 9.2

Respecting law and order 8.9 8.9 8.9

Achieving a high standard of living 8.8 8.8 8.8

Having a partner whom I can trust 8.8 8.7 8.8

Engaging in a good family life 8.7 8.7 8.7

Aiming for more security 8.7 8.7 8.7

Living a consciously healthy life 8.6 8.6 8.6

Having good friends, who appreciate & accept 8.5 8.5 8.4

Acting always in an environmentally conscious way 8.4 8.5 8.4

Being able to select my partner 8.4 8.5 8.4

Being proud of the history of my country 8.4 8.4 8.4

Being diligent, hardworking, and ambitious 8.4 8.4 8.3

Enjoying life as much as possible 8.3 8.3 8.3

Being fi nancially independent from others 8.3 8.4 8.2

Being connected to others 8.3 8.3 8.2

Paying attention to the codes of honour and shame 8.2 8.2 8.2

Safeguarding the traditions of my home country 8.0 8.0 7.9

Developing my imagination and creativity 7.9 8.0 7.9

Spreading the message of Islam 7.9 7.8 8.0

Tolerating opinions that I do not agree with 7.7 7.7 7.7

Acting independently of the advice of others 7.5 7.6 7.5

Avoiding Westernisation 7.1 7.2 7.1

Supporting socially excluded and marginalised people 7.0 7.0 7.0

Allowing my decisions to be guided by my emotions 6.7 6.6 6.8

Doing what others are doing 5.9 6.0 5.8

Having power and exerting infl uence 5.8 6.0 5.6

Pursuing my own agenda, even if against the interest of others 5.2 5.3 5.1

Being politically active 4.7 4.9 4.5

Questions 3, 131.

Note Answers are represented in scores (arithmetic mean), ranging between one point (‘Absolutely unimportant’) to 
ten points (‘Absolutely important’). The dashed lines distinguish four ranges of closely clustered values.
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I am optimistic that life will be better, and we pray to God for an 
improved situation so we can go back to our country and live a 
better life. We depend on God. (LB/SY-6)

Politics, by contrast, is seen as untrustworthy, driven by special interests and 
cronyism. According to Mohammad, a 26-year-old from Lebanon, 

[Being] a politician means to be a liar. During the elections, they 
run after people and pay them money so they will elect them.’ He 
added, ‘The politicians are responsible for the fighting. [They] are 
a mafia, which means that the state has become a mafia.’ (LB-7)

Buraq, a 19-year-old from Abyan, Yemen, stated emphatically, 

We get nothing but a headache from politics. It is only about how 
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Table 3.4 Importance of Possible Achievements in Life: By Country

Total Bahrain Yemen Syrian 
Ref.ª)

Tunisia Leba-
non

Mo-
rocco

Egypt Jordan Pales-
tine

Believing in God 9.1 9.5 9.8 9.3 9.4 9.2 8.2 8.5 n. a. 9.1

Respecting law and order 8.9 9.8 9.1 9.5 9.1 9.1 7.7 8.5 8.6 8.5

Achieving a high standard of living 8.8 9.8 9.0 9.0 9.5 9.1 7.8 8.2 8.3 8.8

Having a partner whom I can trust 8.8 9.5 9.2 9.0 9.1 9.0 7.8 8.1 8.4 8.9

Engaging in a good family life 8.7 9.4 9.1 8.9 9.1 8.9 7.7 7.9 8.4 8.7

Aiming for more security 8.7 9.6 9.0 8.8 9.2 8.7 7.8 8.0 8.4 8.6

Living a consciously healthy life 8.6 9.7 8.7 8.7 9.0 8.8 7.8 7.9 8.3 8.6

Acting always in an environmentally conscious way 8.4 9.7 8.6 8.8 8.5 8.8 7.8 7.5 8.1 8.0

Being fi nancially independent from others 8.3 9.6 7.5 8.7 8.6 8.6 7.7 7.6 8.2 7.9

Paying attention to the codes of honour and shame 8.2 4.6 9.4 9.0 9.3 8.6 7.6 8.3 8.6 8.7

Spreading the message of Islam 7.9 5.8 9.2 7.5 8.7 6.6 8.0 7.6 n. a. 8.1

Avoiding Westernisation 7.1 4.9 8.0 8.4 7.5 7.6 7.3 7.0 6.5 7.1

Supporting socially excluded and marginalised people 7.0 3.1 7.4 7.9 8.3 7.9 7.6 6.9 7.2 6.9

Allowing my decisions to be guided by my emotions 6.7 9.3 5.8 6.6 6.1 6.7 7.4 6.6 6.3 5.5

Doing what others are doing 5.9 5.4 4.9 6.7 5.5 5.6 6.8 6.4 6.0 5.9

Having power and exerting infl uence 5.8 3.3 5.3 5.9 5.9 6.6 6.4 5.9 6.4 6.3

Pursuing my own agenda, even if against the interest of others 5.2 2.3 4.2 5.3 5.4 5.5 7.0 5.6 6.3 5.7

Being politically active 4.7 3.1 4.5 3.9 4.1 5.3 6.3 6.1 4.6 4.5

Questions 1, 131.

Answers are represented as score (arithmetic mean) 1 = ‘Absolutely unimportant’ � 10 = ‘Abso-
lutely important’.

Note Only the five most important and the five least important items, ranked per country, are 
represented in the table. All other items were omitted. Bold figures represent the highest score per 
row. | n. a. = no answer. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.

Table 3.5 Group Clusters and Value Dimensions

Type Com-
munity

Suc-
cess

Free-
dom

De-
cency

1. Decent but infl exible (48 %) – +

2. Educated and confi dent (17 %) + – + –

3. Insecure and with few prospects (16 %) –

4. Self-involved and looking for success (13 %) – +

5. Individualized and fl exible (6 %) + –

+ above-average importance, · – below-average importance
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to lie and lie. The political language in Yemen is the language of 
arms. (YE-2)

Said, 30-year-old from Morocco, similarly asserted, 

Politics in Morocco is basically rigged. Parties can change noth-
ing. All the parties’ programmes are identical. (MA-1) 

The questions about achievements in life further reveal a clustered group 
of fifteen items that obtained almost equally high approval ratings, ranging 
from ‘respecting law and order’ (8.9 points) to ‘paying attention to the codes 
of honour and shame’ (8.2 points). Another, smaller cluster fell in the mid-
dle to upper range of approval. These include ‘safeguarding the traditions 
of my home country’ (8.0 points) and ‘acting independently of the advice 
of others’ (7.5 points). A fourth bloc, including ‘avoiding Westernisation’ 
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Table 3.4 Importance of Possible Achievements in Life: By Country

Total Bahrain Yemen Syrian 
Ref.ª)

Tunisia Leba-
non

Mo-
rocco

Egypt Jordan Pales-
tine

Believing in God 9.1 9.5 9.8 9.3 9.4 9.2 8.2 8.5 n. a. 9.1

Respecting law and order 8.9 9.8 9.1 9.5 9.1 9.1 7.7 8.5 8.6 8.5

Achieving a high standard of living 8.8 9.8 9.0 9.0 9.5 9.1 7.8 8.2 8.3 8.8

Having a partner whom I can trust 8.8 9.5 9.2 9.0 9.1 9.0 7.8 8.1 8.4 8.9

Engaging in a good family life 8.7 9.4 9.1 8.9 9.1 8.9 7.7 7.9 8.4 8.7

Aiming for more security 8.7 9.6 9.0 8.8 9.2 8.7 7.8 8.0 8.4 8.6

Living a consciously healthy life 8.6 9.7 8.7 8.7 9.0 8.8 7.8 7.9 8.3 8.6

Acting always in an environmentally conscious way 8.4 9.7 8.6 8.8 8.5 8.8 7.8 7.5 8.1 8.0

Being fi nancially independent from others 8.3 9.6 7.5 8.7 8.6 8.6 7.7 7.6 8.2 7.9

Paying attention to the codes of honour and shame 8.2 4.6 9.4 9.0 9.3 8.6 7.6 8.3 8.6 8.7

Spreading the message of Islam 7.9 5.8 9.2 7.5 8.7 6.6 8.0 7.6 n. a. 8.1

Avoiding Westernisation 7.1 4.9 8.0 8.4 7.5 7.6 7.3 7.0 6.5 7.1

Supporting socially excluded and marginalised people 7.0 3.1 7.4 7.9 8.3 7.9 7.6 6.9 7.2 6.9

Allowing my decisions to be guided by my emotions 6.7 9.3 5.8 6.6 6.1 6.7 7.4 6.6 6.3 5.5

Doing what others are doing 5.9 5.4 4.9 6.7 5.5 5.6 6.8 6.4 6.0 5.9

Having power and exerting infl uence 5.8 3.3 5.3 5.9 5.9 6.6 6.4 5.9 6.4 6.3

Pursuing my own agenda, even if against the interest of others 5.2 2.3 4.2 5.3 5.4 5.5 7.0 5.6 6.3 5.7

Being politically active 4.7 3.1 4.5 3.9 4.1 5.3 6.3 6.1 4.6 4.5

Questions 1, 131.

Answers are represented as score (arithmetic mean) 1 = ‘Absolutely unimportant’ � 10 = ‘Abso-
lutely important’.

Note Only the five most important and the five least important items, ranked per country, are 
represented in the table. All other items were omitted. Bold figures represent the highest score per 
row. | n. a. = no answer. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.

Table 3.5 Group Clusters and Value Dimensions

Type Com-
munity

Suc-
cess

Free-
dom

De-
cency

1. Decent but infl exible (48 %) – +

2. Educated and confi dent (17 %) + – + –

3. Insecure and with few prospects (16 %) –

4. Self-involved and looking for success (13 %) – +

5. Individualized and fl exible (6 %) + –

+ above-average importance, · – below-average importance
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to ‘having power and exerting influence’, follows before the two elements 
with the lowest scores: ‘pursuing my own agenda, even against the inter-
est of others’ and ‘being politically active’. The results are almost identical 
when looked at through a gender-specific lens. Slight differences appear 
only in the areas of political involvement, asserting one’s own goals, power 
and influence, and the importance of financial independence, but these are 
generally lower-ranked categories. There are also hardly any distinctions 
across age groups. The most remarkable differences appear among individ-
ual countries (Table 3.4). In general, there are four crucial findings.

First, ‘believing in God’ is a clear first in only three countries: Morocco, 
Palestine, and Yemen. In Bahrain and among Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
‘respect for law and order’ comes in first place, and in Tunisia, ‘achieving a 
high standard of living’ is the main concern. In Egypt and Lebanon, the gap 
between ‘believing in God’ and other values is extremely small. 

Second, the most important values tend not to differ much across coun-
tries. Thus, in a majority of the countries with the exception of Morocco, 
‘believing in God’ is followed in varying orders by five other values espoused: 
‘respecting law and order’, ‘achieving a high standard of living’, ‘aiming 
for greater security’, ‘engaging in a good family life’, and ‘having a partner 
whom I can trust’. Three aspects thus stand out among these responses and 
provide a good summary of the societal condition of young people in the 
Arab world in 2016. Many of them are primarily concerned about security, 
achieving or re-establishing law and order; obtaining an adequate standard 
of living; and having a trustworthy relationship and good family life.

Third, ‘paying attention to the rules of honour and shame’ also received 
high scores. These are traditional values that derive less from Islam and more 
from popular traditions and tribal structures. They have repercussions for 
notions of social reciprocity, the status of individual families, and relation-
ships between the sexes. These traditional rules are not only important in 
Yemen, but also in Tunisia, among Syrian refugees in Lebanon, in Palestine, 
Jordan, and Lebanon. Almost fully urbanised Bahrain is the only country 
where these rules no longer appear to play a role. In Egypt and Morocco, 
they seem to be of secondary importance. 

Fourth, the least important aspects for individuals’ ideas and visions in 
the various countries are, some outliers notwithstanding, closely grouped 
with low ratings (Table 3.4): ‘being politically active’, ‘pursuing my own 
agenda, even if against the interest of others’, ‘having power and exerting 
influence’, ‘doing what others are doing’ or ‘allowing my decisions to be 
guided by my emotions’. 
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Cross-Regional Value Dimensions
To identify connections between the answers given by the surveyed youth 
across national borders, we used a common statistical procedure – dimen-
sion reduction via principal component analysis. This resulted in isolating 
four factors that describe correlations among the twenty-five1 aspects rated. 
These factors can be interpreted as value dimensions. They explain about 
half of the variance (i.e. the dispersion around the arithmetic mean). We 
assigned illustrative labels to these value dimensions:

1. Focus on community: relationships and consciousness
• Having good friends who appreciate and accept me
• Having a partner whom I can trust 
• Engaging in a good family life
• Living a consciously healthy life
• Acting always in an environmentally conscious way
• Being connected to others

These statements emphasise the social embeddedness of individuals 
and their responsibility for themselves and for the environment. 

2. Focus on success: conformity and power
• Doing what others are doing
• Being politically active
• Pursuing my own agenda, even if against the interests of others
• Having power and exerting influence
• Allowing my decisions to be guided by my emotions

Personal success takes centre stage here. Both social conformity and as-
serting one’s own interests without regard to the sensitivities of others 
are seen as appropriate means to the desired end. Often, this stance is 
coupled with political involvement. 

3. Focus on freedom: creativity and independence
• Acting independently of the advice of others
• Developing my own imagination and creativity

1. For this analysis, we excluded three items from the list – ‘Believing in God’, ‘Spreading the mes-
sage of Islam’, and ‘Being able to select a partner by myself ’ – as they generated a high number of 
non-responses. The first two questions were not asked in Jordan, and the third did not apply to 
those who were already married.
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• Being diligent, hardworking, and ambitious
• Tolerating opinions that I do not agree with
• Enjoying life as much as possible

The focus here is on forms of self-realisation in which creativity, enjoy-
ment, and tolerance play significant roles, as does hard work for being 
able to stand on one’s own feet. 

4. Focus on decency: security and tradition
• Paying attention to the codes of honour and shame
• Supporting socially excluded and marginalised people
• Avoiding Westernisation
• Aiming for more security
• Respecting law and order

Here, the desire for security and reliable moral frameworks in uncer-
tain times is crucial, including care and support for more vulnerable 
social groups.

Each person can carry, embody, and live parts of all four dimensions. Ac-
cordingly, the four value dimensions – community, success, freedom, and 
decency – are present in various combinations in each individual subject, 
constituting complex identities. Are there, however, similarities between 
different individuals? To answer this question we identified closely aligned 
cases via cluster analysis. In this process, an increasing number of individual 
cases were gradually clustered according to their relative similarity, until (in 
our case) five groups coalesced.

We will now describe these five groups of youth who share similar 
values. For this purpose, the frequency of occurrence and the connection 
to the four value dimensions is important (Table 3.5). The labels are our 
interpretations of the statistical results and illustrate trends rather than 
clear-cut divisions. With regard to the subsequent analysis, it is important 
not to assume that young people in the Arab world would necessarily fall 
into one of the five types identified. The description simply clusters cases 
and shows trends that can be extrapolated from the 9,000 interviews by 
using statistical procedures. These findings should therefore be seen as an 
invitation for further discussion and not as a directly applicable recipe for 
political, economic, or social intervention. The five types should be read 
in combination with Table 3.5 and the preceding description of the value 
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dimensions. The findings reveal that the set of values applies independently 
of age, educational level, and economic status. 

Type 1 – Decent but inflexible: This group, by far the largest, encompasses 
almost half of the sample (48 percent of respondents). Their shared char-
acteristics can be summarised as attributing a high degree of importance to 
decency and a low degree of importance to success. The individuals in this 
group respect rules of honour and shame, support the socially marginalised 
and excluded, avoid Westernisation, strive for greater security, and respect 
law and order. They are not at all focused on success. This implies that they 
are not keen on doing what others are doing, are not interested in politics, 
do not pursue their own agenda against the interests of others, and do not 
wish to exercise power or influence. 

Based on other aspects of the questionnaire, a comparison of respon-
dents’ answers allowed the construction of a picture of the everyday lives 
of this group of young people. It appears that many in this group either do 
not work, or they live off transfer income (i.e. income not based on their 
own work, but received predominantly from their parents). They are more 
likely to live in small towns or refugee camps and consider themselves as 
belonging to the lower-middle or lower class, assessing their own economic 
position as poor. They often have debts. The respondent’s father is more 
likely to work as a day labourer and the mother as a housewife when com-
pared to other types. It is important to them that their food is halal. The 
members of this group spend more time than others surfing the internet 
and frequently visit friends and relatives. Their fixed group of friends is 
often very significant to them. This type considers all fundamental rights to 
be important and believes that the older generation should make sacrifices 
beneficial to the younger generation. They are quite inflexible, however, in 
terms of their life planning. For example, they are not ready to marry into a 

 80

Table 3.4 Importance of Possible Achievements in Life: By Country

Total Bahrain

Believing in God 9.1 9.5

Respecting law and order 8.9 9.8

Achieving a high standard of living 8.8 9.8

Having a partner whom I can trust 8.8 9.5

Engaging in a good family life 8.7 9.4

Aiming for more security 8.7 9.6

Living a consciously healthy life 8.6 9.7

Acting always in an environmentally conscious way 8.4 9.7

Being fi nancially independent from others 8.3 9.6

Paying attention to the codes of honour and shame 8.2 4.6

Spreading the message of Islam 7.9 5.8

Avoiding Westernisation 7.1 4.9

Supporting socially excluded and marginalised people 7.0 3.1

Allowing my decisions to be guided by my emotions 6.7 9.3

Doing what others are doing 5.9 5.4

Having power and exerting infl uence 5.8 3.3

Pursuing my own agenda, even if against the interest of others 5.2 2.3

Being politically active 4.7 3.1

Questions 1, 131.

Answers are represented as score (arithmetic mean) 1 = ‘Absolutely unimportant’ � 10 = ‘Abso-
lutely important’.

Table 3.5 Group Clusters and Value Dimensions

Type Com-
munity

Suc-
cess

Free-
dom

De-
cency

1. Decent but infl exible (48 %) – +

2. Educated and confi dent (17 %) + – + –

3. Insecure and with few prospects (16 %) –

4. Self-involved and looking for success (13 %) – +

5. Individualized and fl exible (6 %) + –

+ above-average importance, · – below-average importance
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different religion or class; to leave the family to obtain better qualifications; 
or to accept work under unfavourable conditions. This group often prefers 
a religion-based political system.

Type 2 – Educated and confident: Members of the type 2 group con-
sider community and freedom to be important, while success and decency 
are not (17 percent of respondents). Many of them are students who live 
exclusively from transfer incomes, belong to the highest social stratum, 
and predominantly live in large cities. Their parents are more likely to be 
retired with a pension compared to the parents of other types. The educa-
tional level of their fathers and their own foreign-language skills are above 
average. They use the internet intensively and see themselves as more reli-
gious than average. They do not consider children as necessarily crucial for 
personal happiness, and they would raise their children differently from 
the way their parents raised them. The individuals in this group are more 
satisfied than others with the distribution of wealth between the older 
and younger generations. Their leisure activities often include listening to 
music, watching movies, reading, cinema and theatre, dancing and parties, 
shopping, playing music, or acting. These young people tend to be apolit-
ical and are more loosely tied to offline institutions, such as family, tribe, 
or faith community, than other young Arabs. They feel safe, perceive their 
economic situation to be very good, and look with confidence towards 
their own professional future. Their political system of choice often has a 
‘strong man’ at its head.

Type 3 – Insecure and with few prospects: The type 3 group (16 percent of 
respondents), which accords relatively little importance to freedom-related 
values, is more likely to include married people (both men and women) who 
have generally left their parental home. They often self-identify as belonging 
to the lowest class and tend to live in rural areas. Their parents often work 
in agriculture and have low levels of formal education. These young people 
are more likely than the average to live without internet access and to lack 
foreign-language skills. In their free time, they listen to prayers, sermons, and 
religious recitations. They perceive their own situation to be insecure, their 
economic position as poor, and their future prospects as holding little promise. 

Type 4 – Self-involved and looking for success: This group (13 percent of 
respondents) scores low on community values and high on success-related 
items (e.g. doing what others are doing, having power and exerting influ-
ence, being politically active, pursuing their own agenda). An above-aver-
age number of young people in this group are without work and do not 
have control over an independent budget. They consider themselves a part 
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of the lower-middle class and are more likely to live alone than other young 
people. They spend their leisure time more frequently in cafes or youth 
clubs than their age-group peers. Politically, they often favour a combined 
socialist-Islamic system.

Type 5 – Individualised and flexible: Success-related values are import-
ant for type 5 individuals (6 percent of respondents), while decency plays 
a minor role for them. There are more men than women in this group, and 
they are overwhelmingly city dwellers. They are often not part of a set social 
group or clique, perceive fundamental rights as rather unimportant, and see 
themselves as less religious than those in the other groupings (and indeed as 
less religious now than five years earlier). Nevertheless, they ranked ‘believ-
ing in God’ the highest (as did the other four types). They are involved in 
civil-society projects more often than the average respondents and are flex-
ible in terms of life planning. 

 82

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

TunisiaPales-
tine

Syrian
refugeesa)

YemenLeba-
non

JordanEgyptMo-
rocco

Bah-
rain

67

9

11

12

1

65

14

10

9

2

59

2

27

9

3

57

6

27

8
2

53

14

18

12

3

48

14

15

16

7

41

8

16

24

11

29

10

19

25

17

12

75

6
4
3

Figure  3.1 Values among Young People in Arab Countries

Note Figures are given in percentages. 
Rounding errors can occur. a) Syrian 
Refugees in Lebanon.

Type 1: Decent but inflexible

Type 2: Educated and confident

Type 3: Insecure and with few prospects

Type 4: Self-involved and looking for success

Type 5: Individualised and flexible



74 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

The distribution of these groups in the individual countries of the 
survey reveals their relative importance (Figure 3.1). Type 1 (decent but 
inflexible) makes up half of all young people surveyed, and therefore the 
internal differentiation within this group is large. Generally, Bahrain has a 
completely different profile compared with the other countries: the indig-
enous youth of the city-state are predominantly part of type 2 (educated 
and confident). However, country-specific differences are also obvious, for 
instance between Morocco and Tunisia.

Anxieties and Personal Disruptions in Value Sets
Beyond these regional groupings and trans-national commonalities, 
the individual sets of values are extraordinarily complex and, one can 
assume, have been adjusted and realigned in some instances as a result 
of the social frictions that have increased over the past years. Terror 
attacks, armed conflicts, wars, and problematic financial conditions 
have generated economic insecurity and added new uncertainties to 
everyday life. In the following paragraphs, we aim to identify how indi-
vidual visions, as a consequence of these experiences, have changed and 
affected value sets.

The collapse of institutional anchors due to the dismantling of welfare 
states and to increased civil strife is reflected in a deep-seated mistrust of the 
political system. Almost no one among the young generation is willing to 
engage in politics. These young people have significant reservations about 
political parties and parliaments, and only one-third are prepared to declare 
trust in their government, least of all the most vulnerable groups (see Chap-
ters 2 and 13). Apart from their own families – which enjoy high levels of 
trust across all categories regardless of gender, age, or marital status – only 
the military appears to have high credibility for more than half of those 
surveyed. The sense of uncertainty and fear in connection with institutional 
failure is seen primarily in the increase in physical violence associated with 
terrorist attacks and armed conflicts and in the difficulties of securing a 
livelihood (Table 3.6; see also Chapter 2). On the one side, this includes the 
fear of falling into poverty, losing one’s job, not being as successful as one 
would wish, and even having a serious falling out with one’s parents, which 
for many would mean losing their most important buffer and fall-back 
option for coping with increasing uncertainty. On the other side, the direct 
physical dimension of insecurity – exposure to violence – is also important. 
There is frequent fear of becoming a victim of a terror attack and of armed 
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conflict threatening the family. Fear of falling seriously ill also haunts a large 
group.

When young people in the individual countries are compared, it is 
striking that Tunisians give high scores overall with regard to possible areas 
of insecurity. In Yemen, Tunisia, and Lebanon, the sense of growing inse-
curity ranks first among anxieties, while for Syrian refugees, Palestinians, 
and Jordanians, the fear of falling into poverty takes first place. Moroccans 
fear losing jobs most of all. For Egyptians, the dominant fear is of falling 
seriously ill, while Bahrainis have the most anxiety over falling out with 
their parents. Overall, although the order of the rankings varies, the top 
seven categories are of almost similar importance (Table 3.6), indicating 
increasing uncertainty in everyday life.
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Table 3.6 Anxieties Concerning the Future: ‘Are you anxious about …’ – ‘Very much’

All Bah-
rain

Mo-
rocco

Egypt Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Leba-
non

Tuni-
sia

Yem-
en

Syrian 
Ref.

Increasing insecurity 34  2 19 23 14 21 32 65 73 51

Becoming seriously 
sick

33 14 26 29 20 25 30 61 42 46

Becoming poor 32 15 20 23 23 26 26 54 53 51

Losing your work a 30 16 28 17 17 26 26 59 39 45

Becoming a victim of 
a terror attack

29  6 20 26 12 13 22 57 58 44

Armed confl icts 
threatening your 
family

28  1 17 16 10 12 23 57 59 50

Not being as suc-
cessful in life as you 
wish

26 12 20 19 14 17 19 61 46 30

Falling out seriously 
with your parents

22 16 18 13 11 12 12 59 39 17

Being forced to leave 
your country for 
economic reasons

22  2 15 13 14  9 22 33 41 44

Being forced to 
leave your country 
for political reasons

20 10 12  8 16 11 17 33 32 43

Staying unmarried 
and single

17 13 14 14  8 10  8 38 34 15

Becoming depend-
ent on drugs

16  1 17 17  7  5  8 45 32 14

Not having friends 16 10  9 11  7  8 12 36 23 24

Questions 3, 140.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. The bold figures represent the highest score per 
row. | (Question 140) ‘Let us now talk about your anxieties concerning the future. Are you anxious about …?’ a Every-
one was asked this question, not only those working.
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This uncertainty is compounded by de facto experiences of violence 
(Table 3.7). Men are more often exposed to violence than women are, and 
the older cohorts more often than the younger ones. Country-specific dif-
ferences are even more pronounced. In some cases, well more than a half of 
respondents – as in Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon, and Bahrain – said 
they have had no experience of violence at all, including having witnessed 
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Table 3.7 Violence: Experiences and Attitudes

Total
n= 9,000

Syrian 
Ref.

Yemen Pales-
tine

Tunisia Mo-
rocco

Jordan Egypt Leba-
non

Bahrain

‘Do you rather agree or rather disagree with the following statements?’
Five option to answer: here = ‘Strongly agree’

If I consider all the violence presented in the media, I get sad and depressed 44 57 54 40 45 16 31 31 39 84

I hate violence. I cannot stand when people suffer from it 40 52 52 41 44 21 30 25 36 61

In the public space, the situation is becoming increasingly tense 38 57 41 31 41 17 26 18 38 73

I believe that the use of violence will only cause further violence 34 49 46 41 42 18 23 25 37 20

In order to defend myself, or my family, the use of violence is legitimate 23 20 23 10 23  9 16 11 16 75

Women dressing inappropriately should not complain about sexual harassment 20 22 35 30 29 10 21 14 13  2

I am afraid that armed confl icts will threaten my livelihood and my family 16 35 34  5 22  9  7 10 15  5

In case of severe confl icts, we have to demonstrate strength, even with violence a 15 18 17  9 25  7 15  9 16 20

In order to be able to defend myself, I practice a self-defense sport (karate, etc.).  6  5  8  3 16  7  6  6  4  1

Others continuously threaten me  5  8  6  2  9  7  4  6  1  1

‘Have you ever …?’ (‘Yes’)

Witnessed violence 32 55 38 42 53 29 29 22 16  1

Experienced psychological violence 14 31 28 16 18  8 11  9  4  1

Experienced expulsion or displacement 12 71 14  6  3  4  5  3  2  1

Your house / your means of production being destroyed b 11 61  4  9  4  5  6  3  4  1

Suffered from hunger 10 45 19  6  2  6  6  5  1  1

Experienced any form of violence  7 11 15 12 12  3  6  5  2  1

Experienced violence within the family  7  8 18  8  8  7  5  5  2  1

Experienced sexual harassment (verbally, physically)  6  3  8  2 10 12  4  9  1  1

Been beaten up several times  5  5 10  6  9  4  5  5  2  1

Needed to see a doctor as you have been beaten up c  5  7  8  5  5  6  4  5  3  1

Suffered from torture  4 16  4  3  2  4  2  2  1  1

Joined a demonstration that turned violent  4  2  3  3  9  4  2  6  2  1

Been injured in an armed confl ict  3  6  5  2  2  4  2  3  1  1

Been in jail  3  4  4  4  2  4  4  2  2  1

Overall experience 1–14

Experience of violence = never 57 15 42 50 40 57 61 69 80 97

Experience of violence = one time 18  7 17 23 35 25 22 15 13  1

Experience of violence = multiple times (minimum 2 experiences from the list of 14) 26 77 42 27 25 19 17 17  8  2

Questions 3, 168, 170.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. The bold figures represent the highest 
score per row. | Since these are sensitive questions, the response also depends on the interview situation. One should 
therefore be very cautious in interpreting these findings.

The full questions read: a ‘In case of severe conflicts, there is no other solution: we have to demonstrate strength, even 
with violence.’ b ‘Have you ever experienced your house or your means of production being deliberately destroyed?’ 
and: c ‘Have you ever needed to see a doctor because you have been beaten up several times?’
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violent acts. For young people from Syria and Yemen, where armed conflicts 
and war are omnipresent, the situation is completely different. Similarly, 
more than half of the youth in Palestine and in Tunisia emphasised that 
they had encountered violence. Most frequently, they had been witnesses 
to violent acts or perceive themselves as victims of psychological violence.
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For some individuals, these experiences have caused disruptions to their 
value sets. Mahmoud, a 27-year-old Palestinian from Birzeit, pointed out: 

My father was imprisoned nine times, and they demolished our 
home last year. We have nothing now. [I] had a problem. I was 
shot and injured and remained in hospital for more than one 
month, and I submitted a complaint to the police. [Nothing] 
happened, because those who shot at me are influential and have 
connections. I trust no one. There is no one to trust in this coun-
try. (PS-7)

Fatima, a single 27-year-old from the besieged city of Taiz, Yemen, underlined: 

I don’t trust anybody, because these days, everyone behaves badly 
. . . I used to have this positive outlook, and I was optimistic. But 
everything turned for the worse, and every day the deterioration 
increases. So I am not optimistic anymore, and I became pessimis-
tic. (YE-7)

For Fatima, the grinding attrition of war has left its mark. Sara, a single 
17-year-old student from Bani Suef, Egypt, emphasised: 

Concerning my inner feeling of security, I do not know. A long 
time ago, my mom used to tell me, ‘If you see anybody lifting any-
thing heavy, help him,’ but now she is telling me, ‘Do not talk to 
anybody.’ (EG-2)

Iman, a 23-year-old Bahraini who has not been able to complete her studies 
or find a long-term job, described the experience of social isolation follow-
ing the Arab Spring: 

Before the revolutions, people were better off. They were happy 
with small things. Now they have all the luxuries, and they aren’t 
happy. People have become more complicated and confused. They 
have many issues. No one feels good or comfortable. At family 
gatherings, we used to feel happy, unlike nowadays. People don’t 
like gatherings. They prefer to stay alone, away from people and 
noise. I used to meet my friends, [but] now we don’t meet a lot. 
We make plans, but we cancel them. (BH-10)
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Public space in the Middle East and North Africa is increasingly experi-
enced as unsafe, political order as arbitrary, while acts of violence go unpun-
ished. As a consequence, social structures and institutions are falling apart, 
and new ones have not had enough time to take hold. Uncertainty trans-
lates into ontological insecurity, challenging the routines and commitments 
taken for granted in everyday life.

Conclusion
Arab youth and young adults have a diverse range of values and life plans; 
these are not fixed, but subject to change. The fundamental institutional 
settings for passing on values are country-specific. The interaction of family, 
school, and social networks establishes historical narratives and local con-
figurations that shape socialisation in each place. Throughout the region, 
three general value patterns can be discerned: desire for law and order and 
safety; desire for an appropriate standard of living, which often goes hand 
in hand with the demand for adequate jobs; and the desire for a trustworthy 
partner and good family relations. Regional conformities determine iden-
tity formation parallel to national characteristics: the most important value 
sets characterising Arab youth today are, according to our analysis, a sense 
of community, focus on success, striving for freedom, and emphasis on 
decency. Young people position themselves at different points within the 
matrix of these value dimensions. However, individual expressions of value 
sets and the realities of life are complex. They may be shaped by biographi-
cal disruptions as experienced in situations of flight, war, or violence. Often, 
belief in God – a personal matter in which no one should interfere – pro-
vides young people with the power to cope with misery and distress.
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Religion

Rachid Ouaissa

Does an observable increase in religiosity among young people in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) signal the rise of or a return to 
religion, or does it constitute a series of individual postures, the creation 
of personal identities amidst the conflicting pressures of globalisation and 
a longing for local culture? An attempt is made here to comprehend and 
define this connection, between religiosity on the one hand and individual 
attitudes and behaviours based on religious conceptions on the other. 

Religion in the MENA region has been strikingly reconfigured since the 
mid-1980s and certainly since the so-called Arab Spring that began in 2010–
11. The failure of post-colonial development models, and their associated 
pan-Arab and nationalist narratives, allowed an Islamic discourse to gain a 
foothold among broad sections of Arab societies. Islamic movements have 
increasingly become gathering points for frustrated and marginalised sec-
tions of society, as well as growing, pious Arab middle classes (Kepel 2000: 
9). These movements have become parallel rentier systems par excellence, 
especially against the backdrop of the state’s burgeoning withdrawal from 
the provision of social welfare (Müller 2002: 126-129). Indeed, in many Arab 
countries, the adoption of structural adjustment programmes dictated by 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank has allowed Islamic 
movements to assume control of social welfare functions (Ouaissa 2012). 
Similarly, the gradual opening of political systems since the early 1990s has 
led to the emergence of Islamic political parties, many of which participate 
in the political process and have won seats in national parliaments. There 
has also been an appreciably enhanced public visibility of Islamist groups, 
which have been buttressed by the return home of so-called Afghanistan 
veterans and fighters from the 1991 Gulf War. Furthermore, global Salafism 
and Wahhabism have gained in appeal.

In socio-economic terms, worsening objective (real) and subjective 
(perceived) inequalities in the MENA region have been accompanied by 
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increased economic liberalisation, which has stimulated new patterns of 
consumption among youth in the Arab world. In short, global consumerism 
has reached large sections of the Middle Eastern middle classes (Mitchell 
1999). The ensuing balancing act between forms of globalised consumption 
and local forms of Islam is becoming increasingly apparent, with Islam itself 
being subject to a kind of concurrent economisation and de-ideologisation 
(Haenni 2005), producing new manifestations of religious faith that have 
been referred to as ‘Cool Islam’ (Boubekeur and Olivier 2009). Halal prod-
ucts, such as Mecca-Cola, and fashionably veiled women are indicative 
of these ‘hybrid’ forms of consumption. In essence, globalisation is being 
Islamised. Indeed, in the case of Jordan, Tobin (2016) has spoken of a ‘neo-
liberal Islamic piety’. 

This is a turbulent phase, one characterised by state withdrawal from 
society, a legitimacy crisis among the ruling elite, the globalisation of con-
sumption patterns, increased influence of new media, and a sense of humil-
iation resulting from the massive Western presence in the region, especially 
in the aftermath of the Gulf War. In response to all of this, everyday religios-
ity in the region seems to have grown, with Islamic symbols becoming more 
visible in daily life, in the aesthetic make-up of cities and urban centres, 
universities and schools, and other public places. Esposito has described 
this revival of religiosity in the following terms: 

The indices of Islamic reawakening in personal life are many: in-
creased attention to religious observances (mosque attendance, 
prayer, fasting), proliferation of religious programming and 
publications, more emphasis on Islamic dress and values, the 
revitalization of Sufism (mysticism). This broader-based renew-
al has also been signified by Islam’s reassertion in public life: an 
increase in Islamic oriented governments, organizations, laws, 
banks, social welfare services, and educational institutions. (Es-
posito 1999: 10)

For Dekmejian (1988), this reversion to religious values (especially among 
younger generations) has been generated by an ideological vacuum left 
by the failure of nationalist ideologies: it also serves as a protective shield 
against ‘westernisation’. Growing economic uncertainty and the intensifi-
cation of social inequality since the mid-1990s are also important factors in 
this resurgence of religion, which has provided many with hope and social 
sustenance.
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El Ayadi et al. (2013: 286), in their comprehensive study of everyday reli-
gious practice in Morocco, distance themselves from the thesis of a ‘return’ 
to religion and speak instead of a ‘renewal’ of religion. The elite’s ideological 
instrumentalisation of religion, as well as an increasingly educated popula-
tion, play important roles here. Ideological emphasis on religion is especially 
observable among young people aged 18–24. The following question thus 
arises: Does all of this actually constitute the rise of or a return to organised 
religion and religious values, or is it in fact a series of individual postures 
designed to create personal identities in the matrix between globalisation 
and the longing for local culture?

Among the young people surveyed for this study, 94 percent belong to 
the Islamic faith and 6 percent to the Christian faith. In Egypt, 8 percent 
of those surveyed are Christian, and 92 percent Muslim, while in Lebanon, 
58 percent are Muslim and 38 percent Christian. In terms of age, those sur-
veyed were aged 16–30, thus belonging to the generation born between the 
late 1980s and the early 2000s. Beginning in the 1980s, a decline in oil prices 
on the world market underpinned a persistent economic crisis throughout 
the region, while economic restructuring and enormous national debts 
curtailed opportunities for social advancement in the state sector. Though 
members of the younger generation are generally better educated than 
their parents, they are caught in an on-going employment crisis that afflicts 
almost all the Arab states.

Conversely, their parents – the generation of the 1960s – benefited 
from the state development models of that decade. This generation was 
the bearer of the nationalist and pan-Arab ‘grand narratives’ at a time when 
the oil industry was booming, benefiting both oil and non-oil Arab states. 
Between 1973 and 1983, some countries in the region achieved annual 
growth rates of up to 11 percent of gross domestic product, fuelled by oil 
export revenues, regional labour migration, and financial support from 
large exporters to semi-rentier states. Until the 1980s, unemployment stood 
around 5 percent in Egypt and 1.6 percent in Jordan (see Winckler 2005: 
88), with the state assuming the role of principal employer and service pro-
vider, as well as offering careers and opportunities for social advancement. 
The social contract between the states and societies of the Arab world was 
thus closely tied to policies of official wealth redistribution.

The empirical findings show that in more than half of cases, the degree 
of education among respondents’ fathers is medium or high, and that in all 
Arab countries, with the exception of Lebanon, the principal employer of 
respondents’ fathers is the state. With the exception of respondents from 
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Syria and Yemen, more than 70 percent of those surveyed (97 percent in 
Bahrain) rate the economic situation of their family as good or very good, 
while 62 percent rate their personal economic situation as good or very 
good. In total, some 30 percent of interviewees categorised themselves 
as members of the upper class, and 50 percent as belonging to the lower 
middle class. More than 90 percent of respondents (apart from those in 
Morocco and Egypt) live in condominiums or houses, but often as tenants 
and not as owners (see Appendix II: Questionnaire, questions 50, 52). Yet 
the basic view of the future among the young people surveyed appears to be 
shaped primarily by fear.

In response to the question ‘How religious are you today?’, on a scale 
of 1 (not religious) to 10 (very religious), the average for respondents was 
7.3. Young people in Bahrain proved most religious (at 8.6), while those in 
Tunisia were the least religious (at 6) (Figure 4.1). Overall, there has been a 
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Figure 4.1 Religiosity 2016 and 2011
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slight increase in religiosity among respondents as compared with five years 
prior (i.e. before the Arab Spring, or roughly 2010–11, when the degree of 
religiosity scored a mean average of 6.9. Incidentally, at this time, young 
people in Bahrain also scored highest (averaging 8.6), while those in Tuni-
sia scored the lowest (averaging 5.7).

In general, then, it seems that young people in the Arab world today 
evince a higher degree of religiosity compared with their elders, but this is 
not particularly surprising. After all, the older generation believed in state-
driven utopias and profited from economic prosperity, whereas the rise of 
today’s younger generation appears to have been stymied. Consequently, the 
current popularity of religion and religious values among young people in 
the Arab world appears to serve as a kind of substitute for a lack of social and 
professional opportunity. This argument is laid out in the following steps: 
The religious attitudes of the young people surveyed are identified, where-
upon connections between this attitude and deeper societal conditions are 
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Figure 4.2 Religiosity Today – Religiosity Five Years Ago
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Table 4.1 Religiosity by Age

Age Low 
religiosity

Somewhat 
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Total

16–20 9 24 33 34 100

21–25 8 25 32 35 100

26–30 8 25 32 35 100

Questions 3, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Referring to Question 121, the 
group ‘Low religiosity’ scored 1–4 points, ‘Somewhat religious’ 5–6, ‘Quite religious’ 7–8, and the 
group ‘Very religious’ scored 9–10 points.
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examined. The responses to being asked how religious they are today and 
how religious they were five years prior are progressively analysed according 
to the respondents’ most fundamental characteristics, such as class member-
ship, father’s level of education, as well as residence. This data are also used to 
determine which groups have changed in terms of their self-assessed religi-
osity, and political attitudes regarding the degree of religiosity are discussed.

Current State of Youths’ Religiosity in the Arab World
The answers provided here are grouped to obtain a differentiated picture 
of the degree of religiosity among the young people of the eight Arab states 
surveyed, as well as among Syrian refugees in Lebanon. The self-rankings 
on a scale of 1 (not religious) to 10 (very religious) were divided into four 
groups, based on the questions ’How religious are you today?’ and ’How 
religious were you five years ago?’: group 1, low religiosity (1–4); group 2, 
somewhat religious (5–6); group 3, quite religious (7–8); group 4, very reli-
gious (9–10). 

Based on these groupings, across all countries, 34 percent of the surveyed 
young people rated as very religious and 32 percent as quite religious. About 
24 percent of respondents are somewhat religious, and only 8 percent rated 
as low religiosity (Figure 4.2). Comparing these figures with those for the 
respondents’ degree of religiosity five years prior, an increase is noted for 
the quite religious (from 27 to 32 percent) and the very religious (from 31 
to 34 percent). On the other hand, the numbers decreased for respondents 
expressing low religiosity (from 12 to 8 percent) or rating as somewhat reli-
gious (from 27 to 24 percent). This indicates an overall increase in religi-
osity, and possibly of religious radicalism, over the last half decade. Today, 
a total of two-thirds of the respondents classify as quite religious or very 
religious compared to 58 percent five years ago. Similarly, only 32 percent 
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of respondents rate currently as of low religiosity or as somewhat religious, 
compared to 39 percent five years ago. 

If one differentiates the degree of religiosity according to age, there are 
hardly any differences in degree. Generally, it seems that young people do 
not become more religious as they age (Table 4.1). A comparison between 
the respective religiosity of men and women shows that of those inter-
viewed, women are more likely to be quite or very religious (Figure 4.3). 
Of the two-thirds of young people who ranked as very or quite, 72 percent 
were women, and 62 percent were men. On the other hand, the proportion 
of those who are of low religiosity or are somewhat religious – a total of 
one-third – is higher among young men (38 percent) than among young 
women (28 percent).

That women exhibit a higher religiosity than men is not surprising. 
Though progress has been made in this area, opportunities for women’s 
social advancement remain much less than for men across the MENA region. 
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Figure 4.3 Religiosity by Gender
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Table 4.2  Religiosity Today and Five Years Ago, by Country

Low religiosity Somewhat religious Quite religious Very religious

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Egypt  6  8 20 27 43 35 32 30

Bahrain  6  6  2  2  5  5 87 87

Yemen  6 10 14 20 26 24 54 46

Jordan  8 21 31 29 39 28 22 22

Lebanon 13 21 32 34 31 25 24 19

Morocco  8  3 18 30 43 43 31 25

Palestine  7 18 27 34 39 30 27 19

Syrian
refugees

 6  8 36 35 34 32 24 25

Tunisia 15 21 43 41 33 29  9  9

Questions 1, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Figures in bold represent the maximum diff erence 
between ‘Today’ and ‘Five years ago’ (minimum diff erence of 5 per cent).

Table 4.3 Religiosity by Milieu of Residence

Large city 
100,001+

Mid-sized city 
1,001–100,000

Rural up to 
20,000

Refugee 
camp

Low religiosity   8  10   8   5

Somewhat religious  21  34  21  25

Quite religious  31  34  31  40

Very religious  40  22  40  30

100 100 100 100

Questions 5, 121 .

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

The economic changes of the last few years have taken a particular toll on 
female adolescents, but in addition to the crisis in the labour market, it 
could be that reversion to a patriarchal order in times of social, political, 
and economic turmoil has played a key role in the increase in female reli-
giosity. The United Nations Development Programme suggests that ‘the 
labour markets in Arab countries, either implicitly or explicitly, condone 
gender segregation in the workforce and encourage females to focus on 
child-bearing and child-rearing’ (UNDP 2009, 46). 

A comparison by country (Figure 4.1) reveals that young people in Bah-
rain are particularly religious, with a score of 8.6. As noted above, regional 
religiosity averages 7.3. Youths in Yemen (8.1), Morocco (7.5), and Egypt 
(7.5) also ranked above average for religiosity. Those surveyed in Jordan 
(6.9), Lebanon (6.6), Palestine (7.2), and Tunisia (6.0), as well as the Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon (7.0) are largely in keeping with the overall average. 
The detailed view of the degree of religiosity as revealed by the groupings 
shows that 87 percent of respondents in Bahrain and 54 percent in Yemen 
are very religious, while the majority of young people in Morocco (43 per-
cent), Egypt (43 percent), Jordan (39 percent), and Palestine (39 percent) 
ranked as quite religious. Respondents in Tunisia (43 percent), Lebanon 
(32 percent), and the Syrian refugees in Lebanon (36 percent) rate as some-
what religious. Those of low religiosity are to be found especially in Tunisia 



88 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

(15 percent) and Lebanon (13 percent) (Table 4.2). Thus one can divide the 
countries into three groups: countries with very high religiosity (Bahrain 
and Yemen), countries with a high religiosity (Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, and 
Palestine), and countries whose young people are classified as of low religi-
osity: Tunisia, the Syrian refugees and Lebanon.

These results are not surprising. The Gulf states are considered more 
religious and conservative than the rest of the MENA region, while religion 
remains central as a source of official legitimacy to the monarchies in the 
Gulf and to those of Jordan and Morocco. In Egypt and Palestine, mean-
while, religious movements have been gaining in influence since the mid-
1980s, as foundations for resistance, such as in Palestine, or as providers 
of social advantage, as in Egypt. Such movements have frequently taken 
the places of secular regimes and offered alternative social models. Tuni-
sia, however, still appears to be influenced by the secular politics of Habib 
Bourguiba and Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali. This secularism continues to exert 
a hold over the everyday practices of the population. Similarly, the rela-
tively low religiosity of respondents in Lebanon could be explained by the 
country’s religious plurality. Of the surveyed young Lebanese, 58 percent 
are Muslim (60 percent Shi‘i, 40 percent Sunni) and 38 percent Christian.

Young people exhibit different patterns of change across the MENA 
region in terms of their religiosity at the time of the survey compared to 
before the Arab Spring. Based on the percentages in Table 4.2, young peo-
ple in Bahrain have evinced no significant change in religiosity, whereas 
in Egypt one observes a marked trend from low religiosity and somewhat 
religious towards increasing religiosity. In Jordan, the decline of somewhat 
religious in favour of quite religious is notable, while increasing religiosity 
is also observable in Lebanon, Palestine, Yemen, and Morocco. Indeed, in 
Morocco, whereas the low religiosity group expanded, from 3 percent five 
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Table 4.2  Religiosity Today and Five Years Ago, by Country

Low religiosity Somewhat religious Quite religious Very religious

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Today Five years 
ago

Egypt  6  8 20 27 43 35 32 30

Bahrain  6  6  2  2  5  5 87 87

Yemen  6 10 14 20 26 24 54 46

Jordan  8 21 31 29 39 28 22 22

Lebanon 13 21 32 34 31 25 24 19

Morocco  8  3 18 30 43 43 31 25

Palestine  7 18 27 34 39 30 27 19

Syrian
refugees

 6  8 36 35 34 32 24 25

Tunisia 15 21 43 41 33 29  9  9

Questions 1, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Figures in bold represent the maximum diff erence 
between ‘Today’ and ‘Five years ago’ (minimum diff erence of 5 per cent).

Table 4.3 Religiosity by Milieu of Residence

Large city 
100,001+

Mid-sized city 
1,001–100,000

Rural up to 
20,000

Refugee 
camp

Low religiosity   8  10   8   5

Somewhat religious  21  34  21  25

Quite religious  31  34  31  40

Very religious  40  22  40  30

100 100 100 100

Questions 5, 121 .

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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years prior to 8 percent at the time of the survey, the very religious group 
also expanded similarly, increasing by 6 percent. Stability is more evident 
among Syrian refugees in Lebanon, while in Tunisia, Palestine, and Leb-
anon, a decline of ‘low religiosity’ and an accompanying increase of ‘quite 
religious’ from 29 percent to 33 percent is perceptible.

Ultimately, then, there has been a marked increase in religiosity in all 
the countries surveyed. Political events as well as economic conditions and 
crises are decisive factors in determining the religiosity of the young people 
surveyed (see Chapter 7). Also of importance is the status of religion in the 
respective political systems and the type of legitimation upon which the 
systems rely. It is interesting to note, however, that in Morocco – a country 
governed since the parliamentary elections of 2011 by the Islamic PJD Party 
(Parti pour la Justice et le Développement) – the number of youth who 
identify as non-religious has increased over the last five years.

Structural Conditions and Youth Religiosity
Analysis by residential milieu reveals that all four groups – from low religi-
osity to very religious – have a notable presence in large cities (Table 4.3). In 
this respect, large cities (pop. 100,001-plus) are heterogeneous and inhab-
ited by young people who reported a low degree of religiosity (8 percent) as 
well as those who ranked themselves as somewhat religious (21 percent) and 
quite religious (31 percent). The city, then, accommodates those who con-
sider themselves very religious as well as those who consider themselves not 
or not very religious. The very religious have a significant presence in large 
cities (40 percent), whereas rural areas (pop. up to 20,000) are their second 
most common habitat (40 percent). Beyond the large cities, those youth 
rated as being of low religiosity (10 percent) and somewhat religious (34 
percent) are especially present in mid-sized cities (pop. 1,000 to 100,000). 
One might surmise, then, that such environments are inhabited above all by 
young people of low religiosity and those somewhat religious.

In 1969, Ernest Gellner argued in his study of Morocco that urban 
Islam is more tolerant than rural Islam. The social transformations and 
different mobility patterns of recent years, however, as well as a massive 
tendency towards urbanisation, seem to have partly altered the forms and 
intensities of religiosity in Arab countries. As Table 4.3 suggests, a conser-
vative form of Islam seems to have established itself in the large cities of 
the MENA region. Such places are inhabited above all by highly religious 
young people, some 71 percent of those very religious and quite religious. 
This quota is comparable with those young people surveyed in rural areas, 
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where 71 percent ranked as quite religious or very religious. In urban cen-
tres increasingly inhabited by economic migrants from rural regions, it 
would appear that religious communities serve to compensate for the less 
close-knit character of city life. Of particular interest here are the small and 
medium-sized towns, which seem to harbour the least intensely religious 
groups. In recent years, the Arab bourgeoisie has increasingly withdrawn to 
exactly this kind of setting. In fact, most young people identify with ‘low 
religiosity’ and ‘somewhat religious’ (together 44 percent) live in small and 
medium-sized towns. 

The empirical findings also show that the father’s level of education 
is medium to high among more than half of respondents, and that in all 
countries surveyed with the exception of Lebanon, the state is the principal 
employer of the respondents’ fathers. As shown in other sections of this 
study (see Chapter 7), the father plays an important role as a guarantor of 
the status of the family and in the socialisation of young people. His influ-
ence on the religious orientation of Arab youth is thus obvious.

What is the relationship between the social status of the interviewees and 
their degree of religiosity? This question relates to the connection between 
the religiosity of respondents and the father’s degree of education and to 
the relationship between a respondent’s self-described social class and their 
religiosity. As Table 4.4 shows, those respondents whose fathers have higher 
levels of education usually rated as very religious, whereas those whose 
fathers had little education tend to be somewhat religious or quite religious. 
Sixty-three percent of those whose fathers hold a PhD are very religious, as 
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Table 4.4 Religiosity and Father’s Level of Education

Level of education Low
religiosity

Somewhat
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Total

Illiterate  7 23 34 36 100

Read and write  8 21 32 39 100

Primary school  8 31 34 27 100

Secondary / Intermediate 
school

 9 25 34 32 100

Baccalaureate 10 28 35 27 100

Technical / Vocational diploma  7 25 36 32 100

University degree (BA, MA)  8 17 26 49 100

Ph.D.  9 13 15 63 100

Questions 30, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

Table 4.5 Religiosity and Self-described Class Membership

Class Low
religiosity

Somewhat
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Total

Wealthy  9 18 15 58 100

Upper-middle class 10 23 34 33 100

Lower-middle class  8 25 32 35 100

Poor  7 28 33 32 100

Destitute 13 18 34 35 100

Questions 47, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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are 49 percent of those whose fathers graduated from university. It is also 
notable that whereas 16 percent of those surveyed (1,386 respondents) had 
fathers with a PhD or university degree, 15 percent described their fathers as 
illiterate. These are proportionally similar groups, and yet only 36 percent of 
those with illiterate fathers ranked as very religious.

Furthermore, the data on the social background of the four groups 
indicate a link between self-described class membership and religios-
ity (Table 4.5). Among those respondents who classified their families 
as wealthy, 58 percent considered themselves to be very religious, while 
only 9 percent rated themselves as being of low religiosity. One can also 
see a clear correlation between those ranked as quite religious and being 
upper-middle class, at 34 percent. That said, many of the very religious 
also described their family as poor and destitute, while those interviewees 
considered somewhat religious are to be found predominantly in the low-
er-middle class (25 percent) or the poorer classes (28 percent). Also nota-
ble is that the largest percentage of those characterised as low religiosity 
(13 percent) also considered their family to be among the most destitute 
members of society. This was despite only 3 percent of those questioned 
describing their family as destitute, whereas 30 percent positioned it in the 
ranks of the upper classes, describing their family as wealthy. This study 
thus contravenes the link often drawn between high religiosity and pov-
erty or a low level of education. In fact, the very religious seem to be drawn 
predominantly from the ranks of the financially secure and well educated, 
whereas the less religious seem to belong, above all, to the poorer social 
classes.

The interviewees are, on average, much better educated than their parents, 
but their opportunities for social advancement are less and their fears for the 
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future greater. Prior to the implementation of structural adjustment pro-
grammes in Arab countries, the huge public sector offered bountiful oppor-
tunities for social advancement, while the number of university graduates 
increased dramatically with the massive investment in education that began at 
the end of the 1970s. This coincided, however, with a deterioration in employ-
ment opportunities on the labour market, especially in the public sector.

This situation is reflected in the data from this survey insofar as the 
young people surveyed placed particular emphasis on economic uncer-
tainty and job-related concerns, as well as the risk of an outbreak of armed 
conflict. It is no longer possible for university graduates – especially those 
with technical qualifications – to be absorbed by a crisis-ridden public sec-
tor. Overall, it could be that religiosity serves as a kind of capital to com-
pensate for the reduced social and professional opportunities enjoyed by an 
older generation equipped with educational capital (Table 4.6). Religion 
provides security and optimism, imbuing gloomy economic prospects with 
a degree of hope.
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Table 4.6 Religiosity and Feelings of Security

Low
religiosity

Somewhat
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Insecure  38  31  24  23

Rather insecure  21  26  27  21

Rather secure  19  24  28  24

Secure  22  19  21  32

100 100 100 100

Question 121, Security Index (see Figure 2.1).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

Table 4.7 Religiosity and Outlook on Society’s Future

Low
religiosity

Somewhat
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Rather pessimistic  37  34  30  26

Rather optimistic  63  66  70  74

100 100 100 100

Questions 121, 166.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

Table 4.8 Religiosity and Preferred Political System

Low
religiosity

Somewhat
religious

Quite
religious

Very
religious

Strong man who governs the country 31 23 21 32

Religious state based on sharia  6  9 12 12

Democratic system 37 43 40 33

Combined democratic and 
Islamic system

10 12 12 10

Questions 113, 121.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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As Table 4.6 shows, young people of low religiosity also feel the most inse-
cure (38 percent), whereas the very religious feel the most secure (32 percent). 
It can be observed that the sense of security increases as the degree of religiosity 
increases, whereby ‘security’ is taken to mean confidence in one’s personal and 
professional future. Experiences and levels of security in the areas of health, 
food, emotion, family, economy, career, violence, and war are summarised in 
Table 2.2. Religion thus appears to compensate for a certain lack of prospects, 
by providing a degree of security that allows the very religious respondents to 
feel more optimistic about their and their society’s futures (Table 4.7).

Overall, then, religiously inclined young people seem much more opti-
mistic than those who self-described as non-religious or low religiosity, with 
religion apparently providing a sense of hope to many frustrated young peo-
ple, such as Muhammad, a married 30-year-old from Yemen, who explicitly 
stated, ‘We are optimistic because we follow the Islamic religion.’ As Table 
4.7 indicates, 74 percent of very religious young people are optimistic about 
the society’s future, whereas the degree of pessimism is greater among those 
of low religiosity (37 percent). Religion, it seems, offers not only security, 
but optimism as well in times of crisis, upheaval, and change. 

Religion is no longer understood as an overall social or political project 
or as the basis for a collective Islamic social utopia. Rather, it is a prop in 
the realisation of an individual utopia that also serves as an asset in times 
of uncertainty. This is illustrated by the fact that though the interviewees 
largely considered themselves religiously minded, their trust in religious 
institutions was not very high. Though such confidence was expressed by 
23 percent of respondents in answering the question ‘What about your trust 
in different institutions?’, this paled in comparison to trust in the family (80 
percent), the military (54 percent), the educational system (40 percent), and 
the police (40 percent). Confidence in religious institutions was highest 
amongst those young people surveyed in Bahrain (89 percent) and lowest 
in Tunisia (42 percent) (see Table 2.10). Traditional religious institutions, 
such as the Zawiya, also enjoy great respect among the youth of Morocco 
and Egypt. Respondents in Jordan have the highest levels of trust in religious 
institutions (49 percent) and those in Bahrain had the lowest (4 percent).

Young people in the Arab world, it seems, increasingly view religion as 
a private matter. Indeed, 83 percent defined it as such when asked ‘What 
do you think? “Religion is a private matter and nobody should interfere”.’ 
This view is particularly pronounced among young Tunisians (93 percent) 
and Syrian refugees (92 percent). Similarly, 60 percent of interviewees want 
Islam to play a more important role in everyday life. Only 13 percent of the 
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young people surveyed, however, claimed to be engaged in religious insti-
tutions when asked ‘Where and how do you engage?’, with Egyptians the 
most frequently engaged, at 17 percent. 

Overall, the empirical findings suggest that a large majority of the very 
religious youth are not politically active or are only politically active to a 
limited extent. In addition, the mobilised youth are generally less religious 
than the non-mobilised youth. The percentage of political activists who 
claimed a low religiosity stands at 38 percent, which is greater than the 
equivalent figure among non-activists (see Chapter 13).

To assess attitudes in respect to the role of religion within political sys-
tems, young people were asked, ‘If you look around the world, what kind of 
political system would you prefer?’. Eleven percent of respondents were in 
favour of a sharia-based system of government (18 percent in Jordan, 33 per-
cent in Palestine, and 17 percent in Yemen). A further 11 percent endorsed 
a political system based on both democratic and Islamic principles. This 
rate is higher in Jordan (22 percent), Yemen (18 percent), and Morocco 
and Palestine (15 percent each). Conversely, more than 38 percent of those 
surveyed were in favour of a democratic political system, while 26 percent 
wanted a ‘strong man’ government (see Figure 12.3).

Young people of low religiosity as well as the more religious tended to 
favour a democratic political system (Table 4.8). That said, a majority of 
respondents reported a desire for a ‘strong man who governs the country’ 
as their second preference. It is striking that this desire for a strong, though 
just, leader associated with the political tradition of the region was com-
mon to both the least and most religious respondents. It would be inter-
esting to deepen the study here to establish whether both the highly and 
less religious respondents identify a similar kind of strong man as desirable. 
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Could it be that those of less religiosity might favour personalities such as 
Gamal Abdel Nasser or Bourguiba, while the very religious might endorse 
religious leaders, for example a righteous caliph? Either way, the desire for 
political change and a longing for justice seem considerable amongst both 
demographics and, as briefly noted, all four groups endorse a democratic 
system. This desire is clearly stronger among the somewhat religious (43 
percent) and quite religious (40 percent), while amongst these same groups, 
the desire for a strong man is slightly weaker (23 percent and 21 percent, 
respectively) than it is among those of low and high religiosity. One might 
suggest, then, that the most and least religious tend to prefer strong leaders, 
while the moderately religious lean towards a democratic system.

As expected, only a minority of respondents endorsed a sharia-based 
religious state. This wish emanated above all from those quite religious (12 
percent) and very religious (12 percent). A political system combining dem-
ocratic and Islamic elements was desired to a much lesser extent overall, and 
then primarily among those young people ranked somewhat religious (12 
percent) and quite religious (12 percent).

Conclusion
The empirical evidence presented here suggests that religion plays an 
increasingly important role in the everyday lives of the young people of 
the MENA region. The data do suggest national differences, but overall they 
paint a picture of relatively pious youth. Women are more religious than 
men, while there is no significant difference in religiosity across age groups.

The study also indicates that the very religious and quite religious are 
more likely to be found in large cities and rural areas, whereas those in mid-
sized and smaller urban centres tended to be somewhat religious or with 
little religiosity. Viewed according to the father’s level of education as well 
as self-reported social class, it appears that the very religious tend to come 
from families that can be described as wealthy and in which the father holds 
a university degree. Furthermore, those young people exhibiting a less pro-
nounced religiosity tend to come from families with reduced educational 
capital and from the ranks of the lower-middle classes, including the poor. 
It also seems clear that religiosity serves as a source of hope and optimism. 
It is less as a basis for political and ideological attitudes than for personal 
well-being and self-discipline. Religion, it appears, functions more as a 
channel for spirituality rather than a vehicle for a political ideology.

One can draw on the ideas of Taylor (2009) to suggest that the 
young people surveyed here seem to have arrived in the age of ‘expressive 
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individualism’. Taylor uses this term to describe the state of Western religi-
osity in the 1960s, invoking Émile Durkheim’s ‘social place of the sacred’ to 
distinguish paleo-, neo-, and post-Durkheimian periods. In the first period, 
the social order was heavily hierarchical and structured by religion. In the 
neo-Durkheimian period, religious affiliation was strongly politicised, and 
religion was a force for political and social mobilisation (much like nation-
alism). In the post-Durkheimian period, however, religion becomes a mat-
ter for the individual, with piety a way of life and expression of one’s own 
personality. Taylor speaks here of the search for spirituality as something 
that lends harmony and balance (Taylor 2009). Indeed, under this rubric, 
even mass religious events and spectacles are to be understood as expressive 
of the search for new forms of individual spirituality.

Religiosity seems to aid the young of the Arab world in their search for 
perspective, serving as a refuge and source of hope in a world that seems 
to have become culturally, politically, economically, and socially unmoored 
and in which the predominant political systems are not highly trusted. 
Economically, this phase seems to be characterised by a crisis of the devel-
opmental state, the failure of older developmental models, and the imple-
mentation of structural adjustment programmes – a period underpinned, 
perhaps, by a neoliberal agenda. The 2010–11 revolts that shook the Arab 
world have ushered in a new cycle, one coloured by ideological fatigue and 
an on-going attempt by non-organised movements to bring about individ-
ual utopias, frequently in opposition to the social order. This background 
explains the new logic of pragmatism that appears endemic to today’s actors. 
In the light of the data, then, one might conclude that religion in the Arab 
world has become a personal matter. Piety is increasing, but primarily at the 
level of the individual, rather than in the form of a collective striving for a 
social utopia, as was the case with Arab nationalism or political Islam.

Overall, then, religion has become a means for realising particular, 
individual ways of life, even though it frequently retains the trappings of a 
collective experience. Indeed, Schulze (2012) has spoken of the liberation of 
individual lifestyles from the state paternalism that ensued from the failure 
of state-directed social models and a concomitant gain in the legitimacy of 
individual visions of utopia. This could be taken as the beginning of what 
Taylor calls a post-Durkheimian order, in which values and norms are sep-
arated (Schulze 2012: 45ff ). The responses of those interviewed seem to 
indicate a decline in political religiosity and an advance in social religiosity. 
Is this the dawn of a secular age in the Arab world?
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Gender 

Ines Braune

Women’s voices and bodies were at the centre of the Arab uprisings. 
Although women and men demonstrated side by side to claim freedom and 
dignity – standing up for everybody’s rights in patriarchal societies – it was 
the female body that drew the greater share of violent physical attacks and 
sexual harassment. The countless assaults by authorities as well as private 
individuals against women confirmed the vulnerability of women and their 
families in Arab societies. At the same time, public discussions about labour 
migration and refugee flows tend to focus on young men and questions of 
masculinity. What do these discourses reveal about gendered inequality 
and about gender roles in Arab countries today?

This chapter argues that due to the pronounced public relevance of 
gender in the MENA region, inequality is often approached through a 
gendered perspective (AHDR 2005, 2016; El Feki et al. 2017). A gendered 
analysis of the whole survey is therefore not offered nor is the focus exclu-
sively on women-related issues. Instead, the intersections of gender, edu-
cation, nationality, and social background of relevant issues are analysed. 
Inquiries are made into marital status, education, job and family, and 
sexual harassment to present a nuanced picture of gender in the MENA 
region.

Youth or Married? Youthful and Married!
Who in the MENA region has been considered as youth from a historical 
perspective, particularly in relation to gender? In a 1969 study about young 
people in rural Morocco, for example, women were excluded, as they were 
viewed as either children or mothers, but not youth. A transitional life stage 
for women coming of age did not exist (Pascon and Bentahar 1969: 11–12). 
Youth, at the time, was not yet seen as a self-evident concept marked by cer-
tain aspirations, but rather as a short phase between the end of childhood 
and the onset of adulthood. 



98 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

Indeed, youth as a life stage is quite a recent phenomenon in the Arab 
world, emerging over the last fifty to sixty years. In a Harvard University 
project on adolescence covering the twenty years from the mid-1960s to 
the mid-1980s, Davis and Davis (1989) remark on the difficulty of even 
finding a term in Arabic to define the period between childhood and 
adulthood. In their view, the introduction of public education first and 
foremost demarcated and even institutionalised recognition of such a 
life stage. ‘[S]chool has created the concept as well as the expectation of 
behaviour associated with it,’ as they put it (Davis and Davis 1989: 59). 
Because of formalised, school-based education, both boys and girls now 
experience a transitional period just after childhood but before becoming 
full-fledged adults.

Youth as a concept is now well established in the MENA region, and the 
age range associated with it has been significantly extended. Bayat intro-
duced the concept of ‘youthfulness’, associated with a specific habitus and 
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Figure 5.1 Who Is Married? National Perspective
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mind-set of being young, to debates about young people in the Arab world. 
He claimed that cities in particular are central in turning young people into 
youths (Bayat and Herrera 2010: 7). 

The present study found that the vast majority of young people consider 
themselves to be youths (92 percent) independent of gender, residence, 
and level of education. Nevertheless, a much higher proportion of women 
than men surveyed are engaged or married, divorced, or widowed. This 
finding reflects the expectation in Arab societies that girls enter earlier into 
marriage, thereby living in a prescribed, ‘regulated’ context and assume 
responsibilities and motherhood within their own household. At the same 
time, this difference suggests that young men are older by the time they are 
financially able to marry (see Chapter 6). 

Who is married: a national perspective
Among youth in the MENA region who are married, one-fifth (21 percent) 
are men, and a bit more than one-quarter (28 percent) are women. There 
are, of course, national differences, as shown in Figure 5.1.

In Morocco and Tunisia, the proportion of married young people is 
very low, 13 percent in the two countries combined. Interestingly, in these 
two countries, the gap between the percentage of married young men and 
married young women is the highest. In Morocco, young women account 
for 77 percent of married young people while in Tunisia they account for 
79 percent. Together, these findings reveal that in these countries young 
people generally marry at an older age, particularly men, who rarely marry 
before the age of thirty. At the other end of the spectrum, young Syrian 
refugees are the most likely to be married among the populations surveyed, 
at 55 percent, followed by young Yemenis at 43 percent. The prevalence of 
marriage among this group is by far the highest. The high degree of uncer-
tainty they experience seems to lead them to seek security through social 
bonding. In the other countries, the proportion of young people who are 
married ranges from 13 to 31 percent. While the difference in numbers 
between married women and men is very high in Morocco and Tunisia, 
it is very low in Bahrain. The favourable financial position of many young 
men as potential husbands and providers might be one reason for this level 
of relative parity. In contrast to Bahrain’s affluent society, the proportion 
of young married women and men is also relatively balanced among the 
indigent in Yemen as well as Syrian refugees. It can be argued that in times 
of extensive insecurity and poor prospects, where an improved situation 
does not appear to be on the horizon, marriage becomes a security concern. 
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In such situations, extending social networks via marriage and founding 
a family becomes more important than the financial capacity of a future 
husband.

In a nutshell, more women than men are married in all the survey coun-
tries, but of course with differences across nations. The most equal numbers 
of married women and men are found in Bahrain and Yemen, but for differ-
ent and sometimes opposite reasons. 

Who is married: a social stratum perspective 
Looking at those young people who are married through the lens of social 
background, it is striking that the majority of those married in the sample 
belong to the lowest social stratum or the lower middle stratum (see Chap-
ter 2; Appendix III). This is true for men and women alike (Figure 5.2).

This is especially revealing, as the middle, upper middle, and highest 
strata constitute a much larger group of people. To get a clearer picture, it 

 122

Figure 5.2 Who Is Married? Social Strata Perspective
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is necessary to take massive national disparities into account (see Chapter 
2, Figure 2.2). Most of the young people who are married are Syrian refu-
gees living in Lebanon. The refugees belong almost entirely to the lowest 
stratum (84 percent), and a small percentage to the lower-middle stratum 
(13 percent). Almost no one is considered part of the upper-middle or the 
highest stratum. In Bahrain, quite the opposite is the case. Almost all young 
Bahrainis belong to the upper-middle (29 percent) or the highest stratum 
(62 percent). 

Despite these national differences, however, the majority of married 
young people are part of the lower classes throughout the Arab countries. 
Indeed, the poorer the socio-economic background, the higher the pro-
portion of married young women and men. While 34 percent of young 
women from the lowest stratum, 24 percent from the lower middle stra-
tum, and 8 percent from the highest stratum are married, the proportion 
of married men across all the strata is similar. They amount to 39, 18, and 
9 percent of respondents, respectively, from the lowest, lower middle, 
and highest strata. Both men and women from the lower classes are more 
often married than men and women from the higher classes. This is of 
importance when it comes to the question of whether single or married 
people consider themselves as belonging in the category of youth or adult. 
Young singles see themselves predominantly as youth (96 percent), but 
a large majority of married people also consider themselves as youth (83 
percent). More in-depth analysis, however, reveals that a combination of 
social stratum, educational level, and class assessment determines whether 
married young people consider themselves as youth. Both men and women 
(married and unmarried) who come from a lower social background (and 
assess themselves as poor), and have only a primary school education, more 
often perceive themselves as adults than do married young people from the 
upper-middle and upper classes who have greater levels of education. The 
latter more frequently consider themselves to be youth and have social and 
economic backgrounds along with a specific youthful habitus reflective of 
their perception in this regard.

As discussed earlier, girls did not traditionally experience a transitional 
period between childhood and adulthood, that is, ‘youth’, until the growth 
of cities and institutionalised education allowed for the emergence of 
youth as a general life stage for both genders. Now, an even greater con-
vergence is underway in terms of how young men and women perceive 
themselves. For example, place of residence – rural or urban – does not 
predict whether respondents consider themselves as youths or adults. 
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Furthermore, it is striking that marriage is no longer an exclusive indica-
tor of whether young people perceive themselves as adults. Rather, this 
self-assessment depends much more on education and socio-economic 
background. For young people of the middle and upper classes, it appears 
socially acceptable to maintain a ‘youth’ lifestyle for longer periods, inde-
pendent of marital status. 

Education Matters
Achieving equal access to education is a primary concern in terms of pro-
moting gender equality in the MENA region. In considering educational 
disparities, it is important to examine where gender is the main factor and 
where other intersectionalities are relevant. As a basis for discussion, it must 
first be emphasised that the recent generation of young people, men and 
women alike, is better educated than any prior generation.
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Figure 5.3 School Attendance
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In nearly all the surveyed countries, boys and girls attend school an aver-
age of at least ten years, although regional and gender gaps do exist (Figure 
5.3). The duration of education is almost identical in Bahrain, Palestine, 
Tunisia, Lebanon, and Jordan. It is less in Morocco, Egypt, Yemen, and 
for the Syrian refugees. At the same time, when the length of education 
decreases, the gender ratio changes. For instance, among the refugees, the 
young Syrian men have attended school for only about seven years, with 
women having had on average an even shorter period of education. The 
difference between boys’ and girls’ levels of education is greatest in Yemen, 
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Table 5.1 Highest Educational Level Achieved, by Country and Gender

Male Female

Morocco

 Up to and including primary school 15 18

 Secondary / Intermediate school 41 44

 Higher than secondary school 45 38

Tunisia

 Up to and including primary school 16 14

 Secondary / Intermediate school 42 39

 Higher than secondary school 41 47

Egypt

 Up to and including primary school 14 21

 Secondary / Intermediate school 59 45

 Higher than secondary school 27 34

Jordan

 Up to and including primary school 14 11

 Secondary / Intermediate school 66 60

 Higher than secondary school 21 29

Palestine

 Up to and including primary school  5  2

 Secondary / Intermediate school 50 36

 Higher than secondary school 45 62

Lebanon

 Up to and including primary school 11  8

 Secondary / Intermediate school 32 30

 Higher than secondary school 57 62

Yemen

 Up to and including primary school 30 58

 Secondary / Intermediate school 29 21

 Higher than secondary school 41 21

Bahrain

 Up to and including primary school  9 11

 Secondary / Intermediate school 48 44

 Higher than secondary school 43 45

Syrian Refugees

 Up to and including primary school 59 63

 Secondary / Intermediate school 30 29

 Higher than secondary school 11  8

Questions 1, 3, 27.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The educational qualifications 
were grouped into three categories: ‘Up to and including primary school’; ‘Secondary / intermediate 
school’; ‘Higher than secondary school’.
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where girls attend school for fewer than seven years, three years fewer 
than boys. It is also important to note that fewer Yemeni girls ever attend 
any school (although some girls attend as long as boys). In contrast, some 
surveyed countries have high enrolment rates, with boys and girls both 
attending school for eleven to twelve years. This is true for Bahrain, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Palestine, and Tunisia. In these countries, in fact, girls on average 
attend school slightly longer than boys. 

Education: a gendered and national perspective
Examining the degrees obtained by women and men in the MENA region 
helps provide a clearer picture of existing educational gaps (Table 5.1). 
Whereas the survey identified no illiterate young persons at all in Bahrain, 
Lebanon, and Palestine, where nearly all children are enrolled in the insti-
tutionalised school systems, a high percentage of Syrian refugees identified 
themselves as illiterate (men 11 percent, women 18 percent). Illiteracy is 
also relevant in Yemen, with the greatest gap in literacy being between the 
genders. The percentage of illiterate women is eleven times higher than that 
of illiterate men, 25 percent versus 2 percent. Syrian refugees and Yemenis 
constitute the overall majority of surveyed young people unable to read or 
write. A small number are also found in Egypt and Morocco, again, with 
the larger segment being women. In most surveyed countries, young peo-
ple who completed secondary school constitute the largest group overall. 
Notable is the relatively high number of university degrees; the percentage 
of women holding a university degree equals or slightly exceeds that of men 
in Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, and Tunisia. This is also true in Bahrain and 
Lebanon, where an especially high proportion of young people – more than 
half of respondents in each country – hold a university degree. 

Clearly, the young generation on the whole is well educated. Syria and 
Yemen, countries experiencing armed conflict and a high degree of insecurity, 
are exceptions. Across all surveyed countries, women are much more likely 
than men to have a weak educational background. In contrast, the percentage 
of highly educated women, those holding a university degree, exceeds that 
of men. The central issue thus becomes how these young women can benefit 
from their education (see below, ‘Future Aspirations: Jobs or Family’). 

Education: a generational perspective 
The educational status of the younger generation overall stands in great con-
trast with their parents’ generation. Illiteracy among mothers and fathers of 
the respondents is far more common than among the young generation. 
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Fathers were identified as illiterate most frequently in Morocco and Yemen 
as well as among the Syrian refugee population. Among respondents’ moth-
ers, one-quarter are illiterate, with considerable variation across countries 
(Table 5.2). In Yemen, 82 percent of mothers are illiterate, while among 
Syrian refugees the figure stands at 56 percent and in Morocco 43 percent. 
Furthermore, in Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia, one-fifth of mothers are unable 
to read or write, whereas this is true for only 6 percent or less in Bahrain, 
Lebanon, and Palestine.

The findings also reflect general standards among different national 
educational systems. In some countries (Morocco, Syria, and Yemen), the 
older generation generally shows a fairly high incidence of illiteracy among 
men and women alike, whereas in others (Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
and Palestine), more members of the parental generation were able to gain 
a higher education degree. Nevertheless, women in the parents’ generation 
are overall more poorly educated than men, and fathers are more likely to 
hold a degree from an institution of higher education, with the exception 
of Lebanon, where a greater percentage of mothers hold a higher education 
degree.

Leaving aside the case of Syrian refugees, who have an alarming illiter-
acy rate among young women, the survey, generally speaking, indicates that 
young women are better educated than their mothers and are considerably 
less likely to be illiterate. These findings, however, offer no information 

 125

Table 5.2 Mother’s Highest Level of Education

Mo-
rocco

Tuni-
sia

Egypt Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Lebanon Ye-
men

Bah-
rain

Syrian 
Ref.

Illiterate 43 22 18 18  6  6 82  5 56

Read and write 12  1 11  4  2  6  4  1 10

Primary school 23 41 10 22 17 23  5  6 24

Secondary school 15 19 26 36 38 31  4 48  7

Baccalaureate  5  6 10  7 24 19  2  1  1

Technical diploma  0  1 11 12  5  3  0  3  0

University degree  1  4 12  1  8 11  1 34  1

PhD  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  1  0

Don’t know  2  7  3  1  0  1  1  2  2

Questions 1, 39.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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about quality of education, which is often criticised in the Arab world (see 
UNDP 2016), and does not indicate whether well-educated young women 
are able to translate their education into (high-value) jobs. 

Future Aspirations: Jobs or Family
The aspiration of young people of both genders in terms of jobs and family 
are of special interest. In particular, what do young women aspire to depend-
ing on their educational background? This question can be addressed by 
examining the choice between job and family as a young person plans for 
the future. Survey respondents were asked what they consider most import-
ant for their future: a good marriage, a good job, good friends, or good 
family relations. They could select only one option. Roughly speaking, for 
young men a good job is the most important goal (62 percent), whereas 
for women it is a good marriage (41 percent). Women ranked finding a 
good job as second in importance (at 34 percent), close behind marriage, 
whereas 19 percent of men cited a good marriage as most important. The 
third option, maintaining good family relations, was cited as most import-
ant by 22 percent of women and 16 percent of men, whereas having good 
friends was deemed a low priority overall, cited as most important by only 
4 percent of women and of men. This last finding underlines that the key 
point of reference for identity construction as well as for social and finan-
cial protection is one’s own family, with networks of friends outside kinship 
circles being of lesser importance. 

Clash of attitudes 
The survey question about the importance of marriage or a job to one’s 
future reveals significant differences and interests between young men and 
women, but also among women of different social backgrounds (Figure 
5.4). Among young men, the importance of finding a good job declines as 
social stratum rises: 70 percent of young men from the lowest socio-eco-
nomic stratum state that a good job is most important for their future, as 
compared with only 52 percent of young men from the highest social stra-
tum. An interpretation is that those from a secure social position are sure 
to get what is perceived as a good job. At the same time, the importance 
of a good marriage is slightly more important among men of higher social 
strata. For these men, whose economic situation is assumed to be secure, 
the role of family networks may be a focus of more attention. 

The perspectives of women in the survey revealed an opposing trend. 
It is a remarkable finding that women from the upper-middle and highest 
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economic strata stated that having a good marriage is less important than 
securing a good job. About 22 percent of women from the lowest social 
stratum want most to get a good job, whereas 44 percent of women from 
the highest stratum aim foremost to find a good job. Only 31 percent place 
greater importance on a good marriage. Sakha, a 30-year-old woman from 
Jordan, has a master’s degree in international law and supports herself work-
ing in the media and education sector. She described her position as follows:

I don’t think about getting engaged to someone, especially when 
I see someone living in a house full of conflicts between their par-
ents and problems around money issues. In general, I seek a part-
ner who is ambitious, intelligent, and civilised, who is open-mind-
ed and accepts that I work at night and that I have male colleagues, 
someone who is cultured and keeps traditions. It isn’t necessary 
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Figure 5.4 Relation between Gender and Social Strata with Regard to Job 
 and Family
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that he hold a university degree, but he has to accept the idea that 
I remove the hijab in foreign countries and even in Jordan, and he 
has to respect the opinions of others, someone who will share life 
and responsibility and suffering and who will accept being sup-
ported by my income (JO-7). 

While young women from higher social strata are more likely to focus on 
getting a good job, to earn their own money and find fulfilment outside 
of or in addition to founding their own family, young men of the higher 
social classes stress the importance of marriage and family relations. These 
findings starkly challenge tradition in terms of gender roles and family 
and household structures, especially if it is assumed that both partners in 
a marriage come from the same general social position. Two young men 
reflecting on their expectations for marriage illustrate the different per-
spectives. Thirty-one-year-old Ahmad, from Bahrain, holds a university 
degree and works in the public sector. He is engaged, but he mentions 
that the commitment ‘might be broken off ’. ‘I have a certain personality,’ 
Hassan said. ‘I would prefer her to be a wife and a mother at home. That’s 
enough for her. A husband should take care of the rest. If he doesn’t, then 
he may as well be sleeping’ (BH-12). Thirty-year-old Muataz, from Egypt, 
also holds a university degree. He emphasised the importance of a good 
marriage, saying, ‘Our prophet says that you should marry the woman for 
her beauty, family tree, and religion – which is the most important thing. 
Her education and satisfaction also are important. She must [also] bear 
me in any situation. I need a wife that could raise my children correctly’ 
(EG-3).

Women from the lower socio-economic strata more frequently see 
their future as determined by a good marriage (48 percent) rather than a 
good job (22 percent). Good family relations (26 percent) are of second-
ary importance for them. Young men and women from the lower social 
strata appear to conform to traditional gender roles, whereby men prior-
itise their job and being responsible for family income, and women strive 
for a good marriage. A young Jordanian woman illustrates this perspec-
tive. Fatima is not yet married and currently is supported by her father’s 
income.

My future husband? [He should be] someone who can help me 
get out of the financial situation I’m in and who’ll help me ful-
fil my dreams, someone who fears God and can inspire me to be 
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more devout, who has a good reputation in the community, and 
who is loving and not aggressive. I will be a housewife to my hus-
band and will work to take care of our domestic needs (JO-6). 

Who is working? The issue of women who have never been employed
For women in particular, the crucial point in their educational and occu-
pational biographies seems to be entry into the labour market (see Chapter 
7). Among the young people surveyed who are working, the overwhelming 
majority are men. Nevertheless, about one-quarter of those who work are 
women. Among respondents who are, for various reasons, temporarily 
without work, about 40 percent are women. Particularly striking, how-
ever, is the high percentage of women who never work, in the sense of 
not engaging in paid labour (96 percent). This group consists mainly of 
hard-working housewives. Almost three-quarters (72 percent) of women 
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Figure 5.5 Women Who Have Never Been Employed, by Social Stratum
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who have never been employed are married, and about 26 percent are 
single or engaged. What kind of national, educational, and social back-
grounds do these women have?

About one-half of those who have never worked are between 26 and 30 
years old, and one-third are 21 to 25 years old. In the youngest age group 
(16 to 20), only 20 percent reported that they had never been employed. 
The group of women who have never been employed consists, therefore, of 
slightly older and married women who may have given birth to a child, so 
they are occupied with childcare and housework. 

In terms of education, the majority have never attended school or have 
completed only primary school (44 percent). Thirty percent have com-
pleted secondary school, while 11 percent have finished a baccalaureate, 
about 4 percent hold technical diplomas, and 11 percent hold a university 
degree. Above all, it seems to be social background that shapes the working 
opportunities of these women. The lower the social stratum, the greater 
the likelihood of a woman never having been employed (Figure 5.5). It thus 
seems that the economic argument that women in poorer families have to 
be employed in order to contribute to the family’s income does not apply 
here. This is especially the situation for Syrian refugees. Seventy-four per-
cent of the female Syrian refugees belong to the group of women who have 
not been employed. Together with women not working temporarily and 
students, the total is 88 percent. Of note, as soon as Syrian refugees receive 
public assistance, they are not allowed to work. 

The group of never-employed young people consists almost entirely of 
women, mainly those with lower social and educational backgrounds, and 
in case of the Syrian refugees, in a context of insecure structures. All these 
factors restrict women’s options to shape their own future. 

Sexual Harassment
As noted above, social power relations and state security issues are often 
negotiated through the female body in the public space. Especially in times 
of instability, the treatment of women, as well as the positioning of wom-
en-related issues, serves as an indicator of the extent to which justice and 
freedom are being safeguarded in a society. The same holds true for inter-
action in the public space. The pervasiveness of attacks against women in 
countries across the MENA region has shaken faith in the public order. In 
societies like those in the region – where according to traditional values, 
the family’s honour and reputation are tied to the integrity of the women’s 
body – such assaults affect the entire family of a victimised woman. Assaults 
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against women become de facto attacks against men, who experience social 
humiliation through their incapability to ensure protection for the women 
in their families.

Women as well as men reported having experienced verbal or phys-
ical forms of sexual harassment (Figure 5.6), most commonly in Egypt, 
Morocco, and Tunisia. Significantly, a remarkably high proportion of 
respondents in Morocco and Egypt refused to respond to the survey 
question on sexual harassment – 9 percent in Egypt and 6 percent in 
Morocco, compared to about 1 percent in other countries. The prevalence 
of acknowledged experience of such harassment is alarming in Jordan, 
among Syrian refugees, and in Yemen. Hardly any cases were reported in 
Bahrain, Lebanon, and Palestine. In addition, in these three countries, 
men reported being targeted approximately as often as women. In the 
other countries, the majority of those who have experienced sexual harass-
ment are women. 
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Questions 1, 3, 168.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

Figure 5.6 Cases of Sexual Harassment
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The problem of sexual harassment is especially urgent in large cities. It 
becomes less relevant the less populous the area. The exception is Yemen, 
where sexual harassment of men is predominantly associated with a rural 
context.

Rising tensions in public space
Young people were asked whether they agree with the statement that 
personal safety in public space is becoming increasingly tense. The results 
underline the argument that the situation is especially urgent in the public 
space of larger cities. The majority of young people live in larger cities, and 
they perceive an increase of tensions, independent of gender. Almost 80 
percent answered ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ when asked if these tensions 
have increased, 14 percent were undecided, and only 8 percent said they did 
not agree with the statement. The increased tensions are observed most by 
young people in Bahrain, followed by the Syrian refugees and in Palestine. 

It is revealing that the perception of the situation in the public sphere 
as becoming increasingly fraught with tension is first and foremost felt in 
larger cities in general but is perceived as more conflict-ridden in the refugee 
camps in particular. Sara, a 17-year-old Egyptian, shared her experiences: 

When I go down the street, I find people’s ethics have totally 
changed. Seventy-five percent of the youth are completely uneth-
ical, and there is no safety. I feel afraid while walking, and when I 
wear a skirt and loose clothes, I keep getting harassed verbally. And 
people can rob me in the street, so I hold my bags really tight. No 
one helps at all. I saw a girl who was harassed, and she was scream-
ing, and I was shocked by people’s reaction. They even blamed her 
for having a loud voice and said she should have walked silently. 
In the past, men were afraid to do that [harass women], because 
other men might hurt them, but now if the victim shouts, people 
will blame her, not him (EG-2). 

No clash of attitudes
Survey respondents were asked for their view on the statement ‘Women 
dressing inappropriately should not complain about sexual harassment.’ 
As shown in Figure 5.7, possible responses were strongly disagree, disagree, 
so-so, agree, or strongly agree. Remarkably, there was no general tendency 
to disagree with the statement. Overall, the proportion of those who agree 
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with the statement is greater than the share of those who do not agree. A 
gendered analysis reveals that women respondents are slightly more likely 
than men to disagree with the statement. A greater percentage of men than 
women agree with the statement or have no clear opinion on it (answering 
‘so-so’). 

Bahrain represents a major exception, as almost all young Bahrainis 
(except for 2 percent) disagree with the statement, men and women alike. 
Putting aside the voices of Bahraini men who disagree with the statement, 
the overwhelming majority of young male respondents support the idea 
expressed in the statement. If the dissenting female Bahraini voices are put 
aside, the absolute number of women who disagree is lower than the number 
of those who condone the statement. Respondents’ level of education does 
not affect the overall findings. There is no difference in attitude towards the 
statement whether the respondents are illiterate, have some education, or 
hold a bachelor’s or master’s degree (when Bahrain is excluded). 
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Figure 5.7 ‘Women dressing inappropriately should not complain about
 sexual harassment.’
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To sum up, many more women than men are affected by either verbal or 
physical harassment. This is of main concern in urban areas, where young 
people are convinced that the situation in public space is becoming increas-
ingly tense. Concerning the dress code of women and assaults in public 
space, the majority of young people assign the responsibility for verbal or 
physical assault to women deemed to be dressed inappropriately. They do so 
independently of gender and their educational background. 

Conclusion
The Arab world is often perceived through a gendered perspective. Depend-
ing on the issue, other aspects – including social background, national 
affiliation, and generation – are relevant to explaining inequality and inse-
curity for young people. Generally, the living conditions of young men and 
women have been equalised to a certain degree. Both men and women now 
experience a distinct phase of youth, in rural and urban areas alike. At the 
same time, the duration and durability of youth are very much linked to 
social background. Young people of the higher socio-economic classes are 
much more likely to identify as youth and enjoy a youthful lifestyle inde-
pendent of marital status. This distinguishes them from the majority of 
the married young people surveyed, both men and women, from the lower 
social classes.

In terms of education, the level of education attained by the current 
generation of young people exceeds that of their parents’ generation. This 
is particularly true for women. Nonetheless, women are disproportionately 
represented among those with a weak educational background. In contrast, 
women also represent a slight majority among those who hold a univer-
sity degree. The crucial point here is the entry into the labour market and 
related life plans and expectations. At this juncture, lines of social conflict 
run between women with higher educational and social backgrounds 
and men’s attitudes towards working women. In contrast, the mind-set of 
women from the lower social strata seems to see their role as conforming to 
the traditional expectations of men.

Examining the issue of sexual harassment, a norm of discrimination 
against women’s bodies emerges. Men and women, independent of their 
educational and social background, equally share a misogynist mind-set. 
Apart from the different national settings and areas of armed conflict, 
social background above all intersects with gender with regard to insecurity 
and inequality.
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Family and the Future

Christoph H. Schwarz 

This chapter examines the role of the family in the lives of young 
people in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). It concerns not 
only the relevance young people attribute to their family of origin, but 
also the families that they formed or will form themselves, an undertak-
ing considered the most important step in the transition to adulthood. 
That said, although family continues to be the central social institution 
for young people, marriage – in contrast to what one often reads – does 
not necessarily mark the end of youth, especially when one scrutinises 
the subjective perspective and self-assessment of these young people 
surveyed. 

The first section of this examination – based on surveys of 9,000 peo-
ple, aged 16–30 in eight MENA countries plus Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
– briefly summarises the scientific and policy discussion on the role of the 
family in the lives of the youth in the MENA region and also looks at the 
key issue of the impact of young people’s prolonged economic dependency 
on their families and concomitantly stalled transitions to adulthood. The 
second section outlines the economic and affective dimensions of inter-
viewees’ current familial situations and the impact of their upbringing. 
The third section addresses young people’s perception of intergenerational 
relations in the family and in broader society. The fourth section discusses 
how young people perceive future opportunities with regard their transi-
tion to adulthood, self-perception as youth or adults, and family forma-
tion and future prospects. The conclusion summarises the findings and 
questions for further debate.

The Role of the Family in the Middle East and North Africa
For the last two decades, the situation of youth in the MENA region has 
been discussed from a predominantly demographic perspective among pol-
icy makers and within international organisations working in the area. In 
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these assessments, the ‘youth bulge’ has been a constant cause for concern.1 
Well before 2011, most prominently in the 2002 Arab Human Development 
Report (UNDP 2002), the Anglophone discourse on youth in the region 
focused on the unresolved issue of how to integrate the large cohort of 
young people into a largely saturated labour market, in particular against 
the backdrop of reductions in public sector jobs. The lack of capital – result-
ing from unemployment, underemployment, or falling real wages – had 
made it increasingly difficult for youth to become financially independent 
of their elders and form families of their own. Whereas international organ-
isations in the decades before had campaigned for higher investments in 
education and delayed marriage to grant young people, in particular young 
women, the necessary time for further education, with the youth bulge it 
became evident that stalled transitions to adulthood had become a problem 
for almost an entire generation in the region.

Diane Singerman (2007), who coined the term waithood to describe 
this phenomenon, also pointed to a particular ‘political economy of mar-
riage’: due to high youth unemployment, it was becoming increasingly dif-
ficult for young people to accumulate the resources regarded as necessary 
to enter into marriage, which, according to many observers, was culturally 
still considered the most important step in the transition to adulthood. 
The combination of the high social value attributed to marriage, the high 
cost of marriage, and youth unemployment in a shrinking labour market 
led to the massive social exclusion of young people, making full participa-
tion in society increasingly difficult for them. All this ultimately kept them 
dependent on their family of origin far longer than previous generations 
had experienced.

Against the above backdrop, many of the publications discussing the 
phenomenon implicitly assumed a tendency toward strong intergenera-
tional conflicts, as older generations in many Arab countries had received 
support from state-centred economies during their own transitions to 
adulthood (Salehi-Isfahani 2008; Dhillon and Yousef 2009). The 2016 Arab 
Human Development Report (AHDR) (UNDP 2016) refers to these debates, 
examining how waithood is negotiated within the family. Since 2011, how-
ever, the concept of waithood has appeared increasingly problematic, since 
it was often used in the programmatic neo-liberal framework that seeks to 

1. The term was coined by Fuller (1995), who used it in a publication for the CIA concerning de-
bates on security and foreign policy. Against this backdrop, it is obvious that the term connotes 
an image of young people first and foremost as rather faceless, a quantitative mass constituting a 
potential threat to political stability. 
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‘activate’ young adults by educating them to become small-scale entrepre-
neurs, thus individualising and de-politicising the social risks of growing 
up within this context. Herrera (2017a) and Sukarieh (2017) criticise the 
AHDR accordingly. In this sense, it is worth noting that the reality of many 
youths and young adults can rather be understood as precariousness not so 
much characterised by passive waiting as by a hectic, increasing social accel-
eration and need for short-term planning in the informal sector (Schwarz 
2017; Schwarz and Oettler 2017).1 

Understanding the role of the family is key to understanding demo-
graphic developments and generational transitions in general. This holds 
especially true in MENA societies, where young people represent the demo-
graphic majority and in which the family tends to occupy a more pivotal 
socio-economic role than in Western contexts, where family has often been 
discussed from the perspective of reproduction. Some scholars, among them 
Halim Barakat, have considered the family in MENA societies the ‘basic 
social unit of social organisation and of production’ (1993), underlining the 
importance of primary group relations beyond the sphere of reproduction. 
According to Jörg Gertel (Gertel 2017; see also Chapter 7), this central-
ity of the family in almost every socio-economic and socio-psychological 
aspect of life results in the phenomenon of a ‘contained youth,’ one who is 
barely able to detach from the close ties of the family of origin. Other social 
scientists have highlighted the pivotal role of the family for the stability of 
patriarchal or ‘neo-patriarchal’ orders in MENA societies, be it with regard 
to gender relations or authoritarian political rule (Sharabi 1988).

Most of this scholarship is based on modernisation theory, according 
to which ‘family’ in the MENA region tends to be associated with ‘tradi-
tion’ and often represents an element of inertia and, due to its patriarchal 
character, an obstacle to ‘development’. Several observers in recent decades 
have questioned the implicit assumption of a contradiction between patri-
archy and modernity, pointing, on the one hand, to the functionality of 
certain patriarchal structures for modern forms of domination and, on the 
other hand, to the aspects of women’s agency in MENA societies that are 
often overlooked. They paint a more dynamic picture and shed light on 

1. The term waithood also seems problematic with regard to youths’ political agency before 2011, 
as young people are in the end imagined as passive subjects. Such a perspective would not take 
into account public mobilisations like the protests by unemployed graduates for public sector 
jobs – a frequent phenomenon in Tunisia and Morocco (Emperador Badimón 2009; Schwarz 
2017; Hamdi and Weipert-Fenner 2017) – as well as less visible forms of activism, or latent strat-
egies, like the ones that Bayat (2007, 2010a) called ‘youth non-movements’.
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dramatic changes in familial structure and intergenerational relations with 
sometimes contradictory repercussions for socio-economic components, 
demographic development, and gender roles (Hopkins 2003; Stack 2003). 

Despite the largely undisputed centrality of family in MENA societies, 
and its featuring in cultural production – e.g. ‘escape from the family’ is 
a recurrent theme in Arab literature (Rooke 2000; van Leeuwen 2000) – 
discussions on family as a subject on its own, i.e. on empirical changes in the 
role and structure of the contemporary family, have almost come to a halt, 
as Joseph (2008) asserted almost a decade ago. The events of 2011 have not 
led to further examination or reconsiderations in this area in Anglophone 
research.1 

Living Situations and Family Life
The data of this survey allow for a snapshot of the familial situation of 
the 9,000 young people surveyed. Against the backdrop of often insecure 
and unpredictable developments in the MENA region since 2011, the data 
illustrate first and foremost that the role of the family in the lives of young 
people is difficult to overstate. The indispensable role of the family in the 
lives of the interviewees is made immediately obvious by their housing situ-
ation: the vast majority live in a family context, be it with their own parents 
in the same household (69 percent), in the same home as their parents but 
in a separate household (3 percent), or with their partner in a newly estab-
lished household (24 percent). Slightly less than 4 percent live in other 
conditions, i.e. alone or in a shared apartment with friends or under other 
circumstances.

General economic situation 
Those young people still living with their parents in the same home, live 
in households with an average of 5.6 people, including themselves. Almost 
two-thirds indicated that they have a room to themselves. When asked 
who presides over the household, the vast majority cited their father as the 
head of household (85 percent), whereas a minority of 13 percent identified 
their mother. Among those who said that their mother is the single head of 
household, the majority (60 percent) have fathers who are deceased. These 

1. Exceptions include the edited volume by Alsharekh (2007), on the family in the Gulf states 
before 2011; by Hasso (2011), on the family crisis and the state in Egypt and the United Arab 
Emirates; and by Gebel and Heyne (2014), on patterns of family formation in women’s tran-
sitions to adulthood across the region. Moreover, the situation of celibate women is receiving 
more attention now, for instance, by Labidi (2017). 
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responses at first sight appear to indicate a clear continuity in the patriarchal 
structure of families in MENA countries, but with regard to the question of 
who manages the everyday affairs for their household, 59 percent of those 
still living with their parents said their father, while 48 percent said their 
mother (multiple answers possible). That almost half of the interviewees 
see their mothers as active in ‘managing affairs’ in the household is reason 
to assume more complex negotiation patterns between the predominantly 
male ‘heads of household’ and the actual ‘managers’, who are often female. 
Such internal household decision processes in different family configura-
tions are indeed complex and require further qualitative research. 

Most of the interviewees are quite satisfied with their family’s current 
economic situation, judging it ‘rather good’ (60 percent) and even ‘very 
good’ (11 percent). Looking back to 2010, the year before the Arab upris-
ings, among those aged 15 years and older at the time, 58 percent said their 
family’s situation had been ‘rather good’, and 19 percent thought it was ‘very 
good’, indicating a slight perception of deterioration since 2011. Further-
more, it is noteworthy that an overwhelming majority (almost 80 percent) 
consider their family to belong to either the upper middle or the lower 
middle class. 

Naturally, these assessments differ widely according to the regional 
context and the political situation in the respective country. For example, 
among Yemenis and Syrians who had to flee their country or currently face 
violent conflict, a much higher percentage perceive themselves as poor, 
whereas among Bahrainis, hardly anyone identified themselves in this cate-
gory (see Table 8.1). 

Economic dependency on the older generation
Only 46 percent of the young people responded that they manage their 
own budget. They do so mainly with salaries earned through their work (55 
percent of those with a personal budget) or partial funding from their fam-
ilies (46 percent; multiple choices possible). Of those aged 25–30, around 
every tenth interviewee continues to entirely depend economically on their 
families. Among those whose only source of income is transfers from their 
families, other persons, or institutions, 65 percent are students, and 8 per-
cent are long-term unemployed.

All of these results indicate the high economic dependency of young 
people on their families, which moreover remains the single most import-
ant socio-economic unit that young people approach in case of need. In the 
qualitative interviews, this dependency was described as emotionally hard to 
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bear. Take for example Sameh, a 29-year-old Cairene, who commented, ‘This 
feeling is very difficult for any youth. And parents spend huge amounts of 
money on their sons in order [for them] to graduate with qualifications. But 
unfortunately, salaries are very low, and there is a great disparity in salaries 
. . . In these difficult living conditions, they ask for parents’ help’ (EG- 6). 
Others, like Mohamed, a 17-year-old from Jordan, point to social circum-
stances. He stated, ‘The youth are not to blame. It is due to the decline in 
employment, which has forced young people to ask for money from their 
parents’ (JO-9).

Affective aspects of family life and upbringing
The family is clearly the social group that young people in the MENA region 
feel the strongest attachment to when compared to their national, religious, 
and tribal communities and the ‘Arab nation’ (Figure 6.1). What is also 
telling is that they hardly feel any attachment to ‘young people around the 
world’, a result that can be read as having a rather low degree of generational 
identification, i.e. identification with young people in European or neigh-
bouring Arab countries who, to name but one commonality, also witnessed 
large protest mobilisations in 2011. 

This lack of identification with youth is important because it contradicts 
images in Western media at the time, which conveyed the impression that 
young people across the region were involved in a common struggle and 
that this struggle had strong transnational and intergenerational elements 
(see also below, ‘Perspectives on Intergenerational Relations’). 

In the qualitative interviews, young people rarely articulated having 
conflicts with their parents or members of the older generation. Instead, 
they usually talked about their parents with respect and affection. Take the 
example of 16-year-old Celine from Lebanon, who said, ‘I trust my mother 
because she is the closest person to me, and she knows how to distinguish 
between the good and bad, because she has enough experience in life, and 
she is capable of helping and directing me towards what is best’ (LB-10). A 
statement like the following, by Moataz, a 21-year-old from Egypt, indicates 
how the family of origin is central to questions of migration and spatial 
mobility. He remarked, ‘I would love to live here in Alexandria, near my 
parents, because I have lived here all my life. I would like to be near my work 
and my family . . . I also want to travel abroad but I would be very distant 
from my family. I don’t know if I would be emotionally loyal to that place 
as much I am to here’ (EG-4).
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Against this backdrop, it is noteworthy that parents in general do not 
seem to resort to physical violence with regard to the upbringing of their 
children or their everyday interactions with them. The overwhelming 
majority of respondents (91 percent) claimed that they have never experi-
enced violence within their family, with only a slight discrepancy between 
men and women.1

Moreover, most young people perceive the social education they 
received from their parents as rather positive; they would hardly change 
anything. When asked ‘Would you (or do you) raise your children the same 
way as your parents raised you?’, the majority responded ‘in exactly the same 
way’ (37 percent) or ‘about the same’ (33 percent). Only 24 percent said 
they would raise their children differently or ‘in a very different way’ (6 per-
cent). There are hardly any differences between male and female responses, 
but nationality and class seem to be important factors as regards the inter-
generational transmission of educational styles with Syrians, Lebanese, 
and Moroccans being the most conservative in this regard, and Bahrainis, 

1. Even if we assume that some of the data might be false – a taboo subject that interviewees 
prefer not to address with strangers – and taking into account that notions of ‘violence’ can vary, 
this is still a noteworthy result that deserves further research.
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Egyptians, and Yemenis aiming to raise their children differently. The rele-
vance of strata, as calculated in the index, is presented in Figure 6.2.

Many interviewees of the ‘wealthy’, or highest, social stratum would try 
to raise their children in a style different from their own experience, whereas 
those of the lowest and lower middle strata tend to a stronger degree to 
prefer to raise their children in ways similar to their upbringing. There is 
hardly a gender factor among the strata, except that women of the lower 
stratum seem to be slightly more conservative than the men. It is important 
to keep in mind that expressing a preference for change in social education 
in the context here does not necessarily suggest the possible adoption of a 
more liberal versus a less liberal style, or a more conservative versus a less 
conservative style, and so on. Rather, these results should mainly be read as 
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Figure 6.2 Social Education Styles in Different Social Strata
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an indicator of the degree of identification with the older generation, which 
in general tends to be rather high. 

Perspectives on Intergenerational Relations
The survey data do not suggest intergenerational conflict or resentment 
among the younger generation towards the older generation. To the contrary, 
most young people have a positive outlook on the current state and future 
development of intergenerational relations in their immediate environment 
and society at large. Interviewees do, however, see intergenerational con-
flicts more frequently emerging beyond the realm of their own family, i.e. in 
their neighbourhood or the broader society: 76 percent described relations 
between the older and younger generations in their family as ‘in harmony’, 
while 58 percent said the same for their neighbourhood, and only 47 percent 
said the same for their country. In terms of their own country, 44 percent 
said such relations are ‘in tension’. Only a minority of 11 percent, however, are 
afraid that intergenerational relations in their country will deteriorate in the 
future, whereas a majority of 46 percent thinks they will improve. Their pro-
jections for their neighbourhood and their own family are even more positive, 
with assumptions for improvement of 47 percent and 53 percent, respectively. 

Regarding the economic dimension of intergenerational relations, 
around one-third of respondents feel that the ‘older generation should 
reduce their demands in favour of the younger generation’, whereas almost 
the same percentage think that the ‘wealth between the younger and the 
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Figure 6.3 Perception of Wealth Distribution between the Generations
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older generation is equitably distributed’, and 16 percent even demand that 
the younger generation ‘reduce their demands in favour of the older genera-
tion’ (Figure 6.3). 

Perspectives on Family and the Future
More than one-quarter of the interviewees are married, but there is a signif-
icant gender factor: 36 percent of the women are married compared to 21 
percent of men, corroborating that women tend to marry at a younger age 
than men. The overwhelming majority (80 percent) of those who are mar-
ried have left their parents’ household. Among the small number of divorcees 
and widows/widowers in this survey (n = 84), most of them (60 percent) 
have moved back to or remain in the households of their family of origin. 
This once more highlights the relevance of marriage to living situations and 
independence from one’s family of origin. In accordance with the general 
character of MENA societies, young people in the countries under examina-
tion are family oriented; their answers confirm the continuing relevance of 
family life. When asked if ‘one needs a family to live a happy life’, the over-
whelming majority (92 percent) responded positively, while a small minority 
(5 percent) responded that ‘one can live alone and be happy’ (Figure 6.4). 

Likewise, when asked how important ‘engaging in a good family life’ 
is for them on a scale of 1 (‘absolutely unimportant’) to 10 (‘absolutely 
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important’), interviewee responses averaged 8.7, again highlighting the 
overwhelming importance of family (Figure 6.5). It is remarkable that there 
are hardly any differences in this regard when comparing marital status, i.e. 
whether single, married, engaged, or divorced. Likewise, there are hardly 
any differences among nationalities. 

Nevertheless, despite the strong commitment to family life from young 
people in the MENA region, the data in Figure 6.5 equally illustrates that 
they want a high degree of autonomy in certain areas of decision-making, 
for example, when it comes to selecting their partner. When asked the 
importance of choosing a partner on their own on a scale of 1 (‘absolutely 
unimportant’) to 10 (‘absolutely important’), the average was 8.4, one of 
the highest values among 28 items on personal life, attitudes, and behaviour 
(see Table 3.3). Moreover, the interviewees have clear expectations as 
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Figure 6.5 Attitudes and Priorities
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regards their partners. ‘Having a partner whom I can trust’ is rated even 
higher (8.8), with insignificant differences between the sexes. 

Transition to adulthood: is marriage still the marker?
At a first glance, the results discussed so far might corroborate the 
assumption held by the many scholars who consider marriage the most 
important step in the transition to adulthood in the predominantly Mus-
lim societies of the MENA region. That is, it comes as no surprise that 
among those interviewees who are not married (i.e. single or engaged), 
95 percent consider themselves ‘youth’. A look, however, at their fellow 
interviewees who have taken the step of forming a family of their own – 
married, divorced, and widowed1 – reveals that more than 80 percent of 
them also still consider themselves to belong to the category of ‘youth’ 
rather than ‘adult’.

Based on these results, it seems fair to say that the social meaning of 
marriage as the critical social marker of an adult does not correspond to 
self-perceptions. Of note, there is hardly any difference between the sexes 
as regards this generational self-identification. Such self-perception could 
indicate that young people in the MENA region currently attribute a mean-
ing to the label ‘youth’ that is different from that in many Western societies, 
where youth is generally associated with being economically dependent on 
one’s parents while at the same time not assuming responsibility for oth-
ers. Factors such as economic independence, biological age and the social 
meaning attributed to it, parenthood, and financial independence should 
be reconsidered in future research given that the data from this survey to a 
degree contradicts this predominant assumption of the centrality of mar-
riage in self-perceptions of being an adult. 

Future perspectives and priorities 
The preferences young people expressed regarding their personal future were 
striking when asked to identify the most important issue regarding their 
personal future. The respondents highly value such family-related aspects as 
a ‘good marriage’ (30 percent) and ‘good family relations’ (19 percent), but 
nevertheless, a ‘good job’ is the single most important goal to the majority 
(48 percent; only one answer possible). Age, gender, and employment seem 
to be the most important factors influencing these orientations. Those who 

1. Jordan was excluded from this tabulation because only individuals over age 18 were inter-
viewed there.
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already work tend to attribute less importance to a job and more impor-
tance to a good marriage. Dividing the sample according to age groups 
and gender revealed that female interviewees’ priorities change decisively 
according to age group (Figure 6.6), while in comparison, the priorities of 
male respondents tend to remain relatively stable throughout age groups 
(Figure 6.7). 

What is most remarkable is that 40 percent of women in the youngest 
age group (16–20) see ‘a good job’ as their most important goal. In compar-
ison, in the intermediate age group (21–25) and the oldest group (26–30), 
the importance of their job dropped to 24 percent. Among the latter, 50 
percent said a ‘good marriage’ is most important. If one interprets these 
graphs as indicators of shifts in aspirations during young women’s lives, and 
how girls and women imagine their gender role at a certain age, one could 
say that younger females still have high aspirations for self-realisation by 
assuming an active economic role through their labour, whereas in early 
adulthood, women tend to adapt to more traditional gender roles, accept-
ing a higher economic dependency on their husbands.
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In comparison, the priorities of the male respondents remain more 
stable across the three age groups and with a clearer priority for a ‘good 
job’. Although a ‘good marriage’ gains importance with age, almost two-
thirds of the males in all the age groups consider a ‘good job’ by far the most 
important aspect for their future. The qualitative interviews with males 
shed further light on the relation between jobs and marriage in their lives, 
revealing young males’ concerns about the material basis of their marriage, 
that is, their ability to provide for their family’s needs. Take for example the 
response of Sameh, a 29-year-old from Cairo, to the question of whether 
work or marriage was more important to him: 

For me, work life is more important. You know why? Because 
without work life, married life will not be important for me, as the 
married life depends on work life. If I have no ambition in my job 
or a good salary, my married life will fail. Most problems between 
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Figure 6.7 Future Orientation: Male Respondents
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couples generally are caused by money being the issue that has the 
most impact on relations. (EG-6)

Precarious socio-economic conditions also come into play in the search 
for a marriage partner. When asked if it has become more difficult to find 
a partner, 63 percent of males and 61 percent of females responded yes. 
A look at national differences reveals that Tunisians and Jordanians (69 
percent in both cases) most frequently see difficulties in this regard. Of 
note, the results in this line of enquiry are among the lowest in Yemen (60 
percent) and Syria (59 percent), both of which are currently experiencing 
armed conflict. 

When men and women who responded that it has become more difficult 
to find a partner were asked to provide the reasons behind their observation 
(with multiple choices possible), most women (53 percent) chose ‘men are 
increasingly poor and cannot take care of a family’. Others also selected 
‘lack of trust’ (33 percent) as a problem or complained that ‘men’s moral 
standards are decaying’ (30 percent). This is echoed by the men, the major-
ity of whom said the main problem is that ‘women demand higher financial 
security’ (51 percent) or that ‘women have become too demanding’ (42 per-
cent). In these answers, the impact of the economic crisis of the recent years 
becomes obvious. There are significant class differences between the sexes, 
with interviewees from the lower strata emphasising economic elements, 
while men from the highest stratum (20 percent) asserting that ‘women 
demand new models of partnership’. 

When asked about their anxieties, however, only about one-third 
expressed fear of ‘staying unmarried and single’. Likewise, only relatively 
few are anxious about a serious falling out with their parents. On the con-
trary, most have a rather positive outlook on the security of their family in 
the future, with the exception of Yemenis, with a score of 5.2 on a scale of 
1 (‘totally insecure’) to 10 (‘totally secure’), and Syrians, with a score of 3.8, 
thus on average expressing a good deal of scepticism about the future secu-
rity of their family. Of note, Tunisians responded most positively (8.0) to 
the question, followed by Bahrainis (7.8) and Moroccans (7.0). 

The qualitative interviews suggest that this optimism in many aspects 
seems rather normative in the sense that these young people feel that they 
are expected to be optimistic. Take the case of 17-year-old Mohammed 
from Jordan, who expressed serious doubts about the future. He asserted, 
‘For situations that take place around us, there are big question marks, for 
example, the refugee situation. There is hope in God, [but] for society, no 
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one is optimistic. No one in our society is optimistic’ (JO-9). Likewise, 
Omayma, a 17-year-old Egyptian stated, 

Things get worse on a daily basis. People can’t afford food, 
 education, healthcare, and not even jobs. For example, I want to 
work, but there are no vacancies. There is nothing to be optimistic 
about. The lack of safety . . . everything is getting more difficult, 
so speaking for myself, and my people, there is not a single thing 
to be optimistic about. (EG-5)

Older interviewees, like Sameh, a 29-year-old from Cairo, also expressed 
general anxiety about the future. He said, 

From my point of view, what worries the youth is the future. This 
generation of youths suffers from injustice and does not get a full 
chance, either concerning work opportunities in the government 
or concerning public investments for youth, and there are no 
possibilities to participate in political life. I see this generation of 
youth as very much disadvantaged in comparison to previous gen-
erations. The state doesn’t look after youth. (EG-6).

Despite the sense of a generational shift in opportunities in life sug-
gested in statements like those above, the data do not indicate any particu-
lar hostility or resentment among the young towards the older generation. 

Conclusion 
The family remains central in the lives and future plans of young people 
in MENA societies. In instances of financial difficulties, the family and kin-
ship networks are the first entities approached for assistance. Almost all 
relations with the family of origin are viewed rather positively. Given the 
general level of insecurity in the region and the problematic state of public 
institutions in many of the countries surveyed, the value of reliable primary 
group relationships can hardly be overestimated. In these volatile environ-
ments, intergenerational conflicts seem rather unlikely to develop in the 
near future. Young people not only exhibit a high degree of socio-economic 
dependency on their families, but also a clear personal orientation towards 
strong family ties. The overwhelming majority of interviewees aim to form 
a family themselves and to assume the role of parent, if they have not already 
done so. In addition, most of them would change little regarding the style 
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of upbringing they received. This does not, however, mean they would not 
insist on autonomy in making personal decisions, for example when it comes 
to the choice of a marriage partner. Likewise, their generational positioning 
and self-perception as youth or adult do not depend solely on the question 
of marriage. Young people seem to be greatly concerned, however, about 
the material basis of marriage. Nevertheless the realities of young people in 
the MENA region, and the role of the family therein, are diverse, complex, 
and subject to dynamic change, thus meriting further research. 
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Economy and Employment

Jörg Gertel

In the six years since the Arab Spring, the economic situation in the 
countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has deteriorated. 
Not only do armed conflicts dominate everyday life in Libya, Syria, Iraq, 
and Yemen, but the situation is extremely problematic for many other 
countries as well. Millions of refugees live in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey. 
Revenues from tourism, an important pillar of national economies, have col-
lapsed in Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia, while at the same time international 
investments are declining, with few exceptions, due to political instability. 
Unsurprisingly, the latest Arab Human Development Report indicates that 
the Human Development Index – a measure of a country’s level of devel-
opment – has fallen substantially since 2010; meanwhile inequality in the 
MENA region has increased (UNDP 2016). By no means, however, are these 
problems of exclusively internal origin. Internal and external causation of 
societal polarisation are globally articulated; they result for example from 
the colonial past, asymmetric exchange systems, enforced deregulation 
and privatisation, together with the expanding impact of the international 
financial system, entailing and accelerating the processes of commerciali-
sation and commodification including its severe social consequences. Yet, 
how do young people themselves assess their economic situation in this 
destabilised context, and to what extent are they affected by economic inse-
curity and uncertainty? 

I will argue that the situation of young people is shaped by a thorough 
loss of employment security, growing precariousness, and a failed promise of 
education as the route to upward social mobility. With few suitable jobs for 
qualified young people and limited mobility opportunities for the majority, 
the period of youth is extended for many as they lack the necessary resources 
to start a family; this stage is often insufficiently captured as ‘waithood’. The 
situation entails more consequences than just ‘waiting’ and impacts imme-
diately on everyday live and structurally on future prospects, with deep 
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repercussions for the reproduction context and individual perspectives. 
As young adults remain part of the birth family for a longer period, they 
cannot liberate themselves from family bonds to become emotionally and 
financially independent. After decades of economic deregulation, neither 
publicly funded social protections nor institutionalised career tracks are 
available to a significant degree. In a context of expanding uncertainties, 
the family rather becomes the most important pillar of security, while the 
potential for individual frustration grows and new collective moralities, 
based particularly on decency and private religiosity, emerge (see Chapters 
3 and 4). Arab young people, therefore, increasingly constitute a ‘contained 
youth’ (Gertel 2017), with restricted spaces of self-expression and few 
opportunities to develop and live their ideas.

In this chapter, the structures and dynamics underlying young people’s 
economic situation are examined in four steps. First, as background, gen-
eral economic conditions are addressed, as they shape the labour market 
and economic prospects. Second, an extended review of survey findings 
illuminates the current economic situation of young people and their par-
ents, tracing generational dynamics and changing conditions of the labour 
market. Next, the continuing role of the reproduction unit ‘family’ and its 
traditional split after adolescence from the family of origin is examined. 
Finally, a conclusion delineates the meaning of insecurity and uncertainty 
in the economic life of young adults.

Background
A review of medium-term economic shifts is required before assessing the 
economic situation of young people and their families today. This addresses 
the demand for a stronger linkage between youth research and the study of 
larger politico-economic developments (Côté 2014; Sukarieh and Tannock 
2016). Generally, post-colonial Arab countries are either oil-rich and rather 
wealthy, or they have a history as welfare states that aim to meet the most 
basic needs of the population. Two short-term historical processes had 
crucial effects: expanding oil revenues in Arabian Gulf countries starting 
in the early 1970s created temporary economic growth, while the conse-
quent cross-national labour migration into these oil-rich countries fostered 
a transitory redistribution of oil-wealth. Many Egyptians, Sudanese, and 
Yemenis found work in the Arab Gulf states, in Libya or Iraq at the time 
(while Moroccans and Tunisians often migrated to Europe for work). Both, 
the emerging oil-rich economies and the welfare states, left their imprint: 
on one hand, the new petro-dollars generated economic wealth for some 
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countries, but they also contributed to the international debt crisis of the 
1980s. Emerging private banks, predominantly of Western origin working 
in Asia, initially provided cheap money (i.e. petro- or xeno-dollars) with 
low, but variable, interest rates, often for prestige projects that were barely 
profitable (El-Masry 1994). In the era of high interest rate policy in the mid-
1980s, this lending pattern nearly led to national bankruptcies, prompting 
structural economic reforms of neo-liberal origin, particularly in Arab 
welfare states such as Egypt and Morocco. On the other hand, remittances 
from migrant workers – which regularly bypassed taxation in the recipient 
countries, often being transferred directly between relatives and social net-
works – enabled the formation of a new, ascending middle class in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, as a result of a downstream construction boom and 
diverse small investments. Thus, for a short period, economic problems and 
resulting pressure on the labour market could successfully be cushioned, 
even within (now former) welfare states. 

Nevertheless, the debt crisis continued to unfold and subsequent com-
pulsory liberalisation of economies through the structural adjustment 
measures under the Washington Consensus was set in motion during the 
mid-1980s. With a growing foreign debt burden, the individual states’ 
options for action were limited. In 1986, Egypt had to cope with about $30 
billion in foreign debt. The reorganisation of national economies under 
the formula ‘more market, less state’ became mandatory and was pushed 
through by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. 
A bundle of measures was applied, such as the dismantling of trade restric-
tions to open markets for foreign investment, exchange rate adjustments, 
devaluation of national currencies, privatisation of publicly held enterprises, 
as well as redundancies in state-owned businesses, a reduction in public 
expenditure, and cutbacks in subsidies (especially for foodstuffs), alongside 
the introduction of new taxes. This dramatic restructuring meant the end 
of the welfare state and a series of Landnahme-Prozesse, i.e. unleashing mar-
ket-driven commodification processes (Dörre 2009), partly brought about 
macroeconomic stabilisation, but also resulting in the massive loss of secure 
jobs in the public sector, and increased poverty. This, in turn, provoked a 
series of protests and bread riots (Walton and Seddon 1994; Gertel 2014). 
Respondents’ parents grew up during this era.

Since then, economic restructuring, commodification, and privatisation 
has continued apace, materialising in extraterritorial enclaves, free trade 
agreements and free trade zones, often structured to favour transnational 
corporations (Haberly 2013). In addition, the deregulation of financial 
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transactions was enacted, particularly in the United States, and an accel-
erated ’technoliberalisation‘ (Gertel 2014) – the merging of technoscience 
and neoliberalism – both prepared the way for and precipitated the sub-
prime mortgage and financial crisis, as well as the international food price 
protests of 2007–8 with huge participations in Arab countries. Further 
consequences were bank bailouts (financed by the public), massive losses 
on debt-heavy, privately owned real estate, and a sharp increase in youth 
unemployment in the MENA region as well as in southern European coun-
tries. Financialisation – the increasing social significance of finance capi-
tal – also impacts the Arab world, most significantly through the growing 
importance of sovereign wealth funds, and the expanding influence of 
private equity capital (Dixon 2014; Sippel 2015). Local social development 
has hence increasingly been subjected to greater influence from the global 
banking sector. At the same time, Arab states, particularly those lacking 
major oil revenues, suffer from shrinking economic agency; stable income 
sources are missing, and tax revenues are declining while liabilities are 
increasing. Accordingly, a retraction of the commons is taking place as water 
and water services have been commodified, while property rights for land, 
the national ‘silverware’, have also seen further privatisation (Gertel et al. 
2014). In summary, historically moulded economic dependencies continue 
to have an effect, but in a globalised, polycentric world these are simulta-
neously articulated with and superimposed by new dynamics, entailing the 
expansion of both uncertainty and insecurity – to which young people are 
particularly vulnerable and exposed. 

Economic Positioning of Youth
The economic situation of young people within society will be analysed in 
several steps: their assessment concerning their families’ economic situation 
is followed by revealing their parents’ education and employment context. 
Then, the employment situation in which they find themselves is addressed 
before trans-generational shifts of labour relations are investigated, and the 
disparities between young people’s aspirations and their access to the labour 
market is finally scrutinised.

Economic situation of families
Young people’s perspectives on the recent economic situation of their 
families are represented in Figure 7.1. Strikingly, more than two-thirds 
judge their families’ economic situation to be ‘very good’ (11 percent) or 
‘good’ (60 percent); only one-third perceive these to be ‘bad’ (19 percent) 
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or ‘very bad’ (9 percent). How can these predominantly positive findings 
be explained despite the unambiguously difficult economic conditions six 
years after the Arab Spring? Three considerations are to be discussed:

1. The economic situation in individual Arab countries is not as 
problematic as often reported.

2. The downturn in economic conditions is serious, but the interviewees 
only partially perceive or describe them as problematic.

3. These unexpectedly positive assessments result from conditions 
caused by the interview design or data collection. 

If the situation of families in individual countries is addressed compara-
tively, an already familiar ranking appears: empirically, in Bahrain – as the 
only representative of the rich Gulf states in the survey – the economic sit-
uation of the respondents’ families is frequently perceived as rather good or 
very good. By contrast, the economic situations of Syrian refugee families 
in Lebanon and of families in war-torn Yemen are indicated to be partic-
ularly bad. Moreover, the situation in Palestine seems to be also problem-
atic; more than one-quarter of families struggle with economic problems 
(Figure 7.1). Remarkable are the still comparatively good assessments of the 
economic situation in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, and Tunisia – at 
least as perceived by the young people interviewed. With this in mind, 
two aspects responsible for this optimism are to be addressed immediately. 
First, in Egypt and Jordan, young people’s perceived quality of life is largely 
determined by the professional activity of their fathers, many of whom 
work in established and socially secure public employment structures. The 
youth, often still living with their parents, might therefore feel safe at home, 
with relatively little direct exposure to economic hardship. Second, despite 
a balanced age distribution in the sample, the share of secondary school 
pupils and university students is high not only in oil-rich Bahrain, but also 
in Lebanon and Morocco; respondents from both of these groups gener-
ally evaluate their families’ economic situation more positively than other 
respondents. 

In these cases, do considerations apply that lead young people living in 
difficult economic situations not to fully perceive them as such? One could 
argue as follows: young people live entirely or predominantly in the context 
of their families, and, to a certain extent, grow up in sheltered situations 
and do not yet have significant responsibilities. They therefore experience 
their own lives – largely independent of external judgements – as ‘normal’ 
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and generally as rather ‘good’, instead of realising it as exceptional; embed-
ded in internal family narratives and power structures, they may also lack 
opportunities for comparison. Among younger groups, then, the evalua-
tion of the family’s economic situation should always be interpreted as a 
weighted assessment. Two aspects of data generation should also be consid-
ered: on the one hand, people living at the economic extremes had a higher 
probability of being excluded, because the interviews were for the most part 
carried out in public spaces: for example the wealthy in gated communi-
ties, and the marginalised in informal settlements or enclosed bidonvilles, 
were generally less accessible. Furthermore, easily approachable people in 
cities had a greater chance of being interviewed than people in remote rural 
areas. Moreover, it is important to consider how the question was posed. 
The respective question on the family’s economic situation offered four 
options to respond: ‘rather good’, ‘rather bad’, ‘very good’, and ‘very bad’. 
Intentionally, no middle option was included. Respondents were therefore 
compelled to choose a ‘side’: either ‘it’s going well’ or ‘it’s going poorly’. As it 
is considered impolite to convey to strangers a bad image to such a question 
– except in situations that are evidently problematic – this context might 
also explain some of the weighted answers. Aspects of economic self-assess-
ment are however not yet answered comprehensively and will be further 
investigated later in this chapter.

Employment among parents’ generation
This section addresses parents’ education, professional activity, and income 
situation, which are often highly correlated. A first glance of the parent 
generations’ age structure reveals that the average age of fathers is 56 years 
(depending on the country it ranges between 53 and 57 years) while the aver-
age age of mothers is 50 years (ranging between 48 and 51 years, depending 
on the country). This cohort was thus born in the early and mid-1960s, 
growing up in the 1970s and during the 1980s. 

Fathers: In terms of education, 16 percent of fathers in the sample are 
illiterate, 8 percent are able to read and write, and a further 20 percent have 
completed only an elementary education. These figures indicate that about 
one-half of fathers have only minimal or no formal education. Among those 
with greater levels of education, 22 percent attended secondary or interme-
diate-level school, 11 percent completed their school-leaving examination 
(baccalaureate), 4 percent possess a technical or professional diploma, 15 
percent hold a university degree, and a further 1 percent hold a doctoral 
degree (3 percent of interviewees did not know their father’s highest level 
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of education). There are, however, marked differences between individual 
countries: with Syrian refugees in Lebanon, the share of father with no or 
little formal education is 82 percent, in Yemen 70 percent, and in Morocco 
62 percent. The corresponding groups are rather lower in Tunisia (45 per-
cent), Jordan (41 percent), Lebanon (36 percent), Egypt (33 percent), and 
Palestine (23 percent); in Bahrain, the proportion of fathers with no or little 
formal education is only 6 percent. 

Mothers: Education levels among mothers in the sample were in some 
ways similar to those of the fathers: 28 percent are illiterate, 6 percent can 
read and write, and a further 19 percent posses only an elementary school 
education. Among mothers, as well, about one-half have only minimal or 
no formal education. On the other hand, a sizeable proportion of mothers 
have attended secondary school (25 percent), 8 percent have completed a 
school-leaving examination (baccalaureate), 4 percent possess a technical 
or professional diploma, and 8 percent hold a university degree. Mothers 
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Figure 7.1 Assessing the Economic Situation of the Family
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holding a doctoral degree are extremely rare – only eleven mothers for 
9,000 interviewees. This general educational profile is also reflected on a 
country-specific basis. 

Information about the educational background of fathers is an import-
ant prerequisite for comprehending the labour market in the surveyed coun-
tries, as fathers typically contribute the greatest share of household income. 
In the present sample, almost all fathers work and gain monetary income. 
The opposite is true for mothers: 80 percent of the interviewees state that 
their mothers are not working or work as housewives. Only 5 percent of 
mothers are active as state employees, 3 percent have other employment, 
and 2 percent are retired. All other occupational groups constitute less than 
1 percentage point each. Given the central role of the fathers’ income their 
professional activities are now examined in more detail. Table 7.1 displays 
ten different occupational groups in which the interviewees’ fathers were or 
have been active for the longest period. The individual groups are charac-
terised by different levels of economic security, delineated by continuity of 
employment, income level, stability of wages, the status of sick pay, benefits, 
and pensions. Findings about the employment situation of respondents’ 
parents yield three insights. 

The employment profile of parents underlines the limited relevance of 
the European concept of ‘unemployment’ for Arab countries. The conven-
tional Western concept of unemployment becomes meaningful only if in 
the case of previous formal work performance (including social security 
and tax payments) the state transfers resources to those who are now in 
a situation of ‘unemployment’. As public transfer payments in Arab Gulf 
states are by no means linked to employment status, but rather to citi-
zenship, and because other states in the MENA region rarely apply official 
‘unemployment benefits’, the European concept of unemployment is hardly 
ever applicable. In the region men who are able to work but are not active 
in salaried jobs continuously search for work or business opportunities. 
Seemingly temporary unpaid activities related to seeking remuneration are 
thus not automatically equated with unemployment: in order to prepare 
situations of paid engagement, information gathering, conversations, and 
contact maintenance demand time and labour; it is work. 

The type of employment and the mode of payment are related: daily pay 
often indicates job insecurity (e.g. contingent work as day labourer), fluc-
tuating income, and the non-permanence of employment. Monthly pay, in 
contrast, generally represents regular income (e.g. public employee), even 
if the income level may fluctuate in the private sector. Of the 82 percent 



Economy and Employment | 143 

fathers who are still living, for most (89 percent of these) the survey provides 
information on how they are paid: monthly (61 percent); daily (15 percent); 
dependent on the job (11 percent); per week (5 percent); per season (3 
percent); biweekly (3 percent); and some, especially very old fathers, work 
without payment (1 percent). The largest share of workers paid daily are 
found in Yemen (24 percent), and among the Syrian refugees (19 percent) 
and Palestinians (18 percent). In Bahrain, daily pay applies to only 2 percent 
and in Tunisia to 9 percent. This pattern is also reflected in the continuation 
of payments in the case of illness. Overall, only one-third of fathers engaging 
in wage labour enjoy this benefit. This relates predominantly to those who 
are paid per month such as public employees and pensioners, while it is rare 
for those with different forms of wages or income.

The family’s economic stability can thus essentially be deduced from the 
father’s occupation. Four fields of employment security can be distinguished 
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Table 7.1 Employment Situation: Parent Generation – Father

Fre-
quency 
n=7,302 

(%)

Con-
tinuous 

Work

Stable 
Income

Paid 
Monthly 

(%)

Monthly 
income 

(€)

Continuation 
of payments 

in case of 
sickness (%)

State Employee 22 X X 95   780 64

Employee (with insurance) 10 X X 94 1,525 55

Retired 10 n. a. X 93   889 n. a.

Self-employed with higher 
education (doctor etc)

 3 (X) (X) 71 3,054 32

Self-employed: 
Family Business

 2 (X) (X) 51 1,628 17

Worker (continuous em-
ployment)

 5 X (X) 63 1,015 18

Self-employed with qualifi -
cation (trade, industry etc)

17 (X) 34   836 16

Self-employed: 
Service sector

10 (X) 27   619 10

Self-employed: 
Agriculture

 8 12   473  7

Day labourer 11 21   424  5

Questions 31, 32, 34, 35, 36.

Note Rounding errors can occur. | This calculation is not based on a comprehensive expenditure survey and thus 
represents only estimations when monthly income is addressed. Be aware that knowledge about parents’ income is 
based on children’s information. Only cases where the father of respondent is still alive are included (n=7,302). The 
categories ‘Jobless’ and ‘Work without income’ (e. g. housewife) did not apply; the category ‘Other’ (2 per cent) is also 
not included in the table. Monthly income only relates to those who are paid per month (n=3,212). X = exists; (X) = exists 
partially; n. a.= not applicable. Outliers are excluded from the calculation. Bold lines represent four fields of employ-
ment security. Local currencies were converted into euros based on the average values in May 2016.
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(Table 7.1). (a) In the first field, it becomes apparent that in the fathers’ 
generation, one-third still work in public enterprises or as employees, thus 
receiving a fixed monthly wage that hardly fluctuates. Fathers who are 
already retired also receive a fixed income. Although the average wage level 
for state employees or pensioners is rather modest, these groups embody the 
stable economic centre of their families, as the continuously paid and hardly 
fluctuating income often serves to cover the families’ most basic needs. (b) 
The second field is composed of three occupational groups, which make 
up about 10 percent of the sample. It encompasses workers with continu-
ous employment, labourers in family businesses, and self-employed worker 
with high educational qualifications such as medical doctors and lawyers. 
Although their incomes may fluctuate, and work is not always guaranteed; 
compared to those employed in the first field, the average monthly income 
is significantly higher – in some cases up to four times higher. (c) A third 
field is composed of self-employed people without formal training, but 
having special qualifications for their work; they represent the transition 
group between the second and the fourth field. (d) The fourth field com-
prises people who are self-employed in agriculture, are active in the service 
sector, or work as day labourers. They are usually paid daily or per job, but 
rarely monthly, and receive the lowest income. Overall, they constitute the 
economically most insecure groups, and are often exposed to poverty.

Comparing the employment structure between individual countries 
reveals that on one hand in Bahrain, Egypt, and Jordan, at least half of the 
fathers have secure incomes, whereas fewer than one-sixth are in insecure 
employment situations (Table 7.2). On the other hand, in Palestine, Tuni-
sia, and Yemen a rather polarised situation prevails: roughly one-third hold 
insecure positions versus one-third secure ones. In Lebanon and Morocco, 
it is the middle positions appearing clearly distinct: self-employment occu-
pations which require qaulifications are frequent in the parents’ generation, 
indicating that income and wealth for larger sections of the society can also 
be achieved via the private sector. Syrian refugees in Lebanon again occupy 
the bottom rank; even in the fathers’ generation about two-thirds struggle 
with insecure employment. This structure of economic (in)security is also 
reflected in the disbursement of a monthly income, both concerning fre-
quency and amount: in Bahrain almost all fathers are paid monthly, while 
for Syrian refugees in Lebanon less than one-third are paid monthly. The 
situation is also difficult in Yemen. In all of the other countries, between 
one-half and two-thirds of fathers are in employment situations in which 
they are paid on a monthly basis. Nevertheless, the amount of wages varies 
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markedly, ranging from a monthly average of €2,500 in Bahrain to about 
€100 for Syrian refugees. Even if the data allow room for interpretation 
with regard to the measurement accuracy of income, wages differ by a factor 
of 25. Sharp disparities also apply in Jordan, Lebanon, and Palestine, which 
differ significantly from the remaining countries – Egypt, Morocco, and 
Tunisia. The picture depicted by data on the frequency of monthly wages 
combined with average wage levels reveals that the inequality of income 
security is extremely serious – even if varying national purchasing powers 
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Table 7.2 Structure of Employment by Country: Father

Bah-
rain

Jor-
dan

Egypt Tuni-
sia

Pales-
tine

Ye-
men

Leb-
anon

Mo-
rocco

Syrian 
Ref.

State Employee  24  26  37  19  23  28  11   7   6

Employee (with insurance)  23  10   9   6   8   1  16   9   3

Retired  27  20   5  17   1   3   2   8   1

Secure ∑  74  56  51  42  32  32  29  24  10

Self-employed with higher 
education (doctor, etc)

  7   2   7   1   2   1   3   1   1

Self-employed: 
Family Business

  2   2   2   0   5   1   2   5   3

Worker (continuous 
employment)

  3   5   5   2   6   3   9   7   3

Self-employed with qualifi -
cation (trade, industry etc)

  4  12  17  11  19  16  29  21  13

Medium ∑  16  21  31  14  32  21  43  34  20

Self-employed: 
Service sector

  1  10   6   8   9  12  18   6  16

Self-employed: 
Agriculture

  0   2   3   4   8  22   5  10  23

Day labourer   0   5   4  23  17   2   4  15  28

Insecure ∑   1  17  13  35  34  36  27  31  67

Other   8   6   5   9   3  12   3  12   3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Monthly income

Father (%)  97  65  68  60  53  44  55  60  31

Amount (€) 2,590 575 252 319 704 222 1,010 330 104

Questions 1, 31, 32.

Note Figures are given in percentages, apart from the last row. Bold figures represent the highest score per row. 
Rounding errors can occur. ∑ = Sum. | Figures in blue are subtotals and represent diff erent fields of job security. The 
second and third fields have been combined. Monthly income only relates to those fathers who are paid per month. 
This calculation is not based on a comprehensive expenditure survey and thus represents only estimations when 
monthly income is addressed. Be aware that knowledge about parents’ income is based on children’s information. 
Local currencies were converted into euros based on the average values in May 2016.
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are taken into consideration. This unequal economic framing shapes the 
livelihoods and everyday conditions for youth.

Economic integration of youth
This section addresses the economic integration of young people into wider 
society. To assess their situation, three aspects are analysed: control over a 
budget (spending money, labour income); access to formal credit institu-
tions; and saving opportunities versus debt burden.

About half the young people surveyed have access to a budget, whether 
in the form of spending money or labour income; these are predominantly 
men (more than one-half ) rather than women (one-third). Depending on 
the country, therefore, 30–70 percent of young people have own finan-
cial means at their disposal (Table 7.3). Spending money is often transfer 
income, usually provided by parents. Indeed, more young people have 
transfer income than income from their own work. On a country-specific 
basis, between 9 and 60 percent of the parents’ households support their 
children with regular transfer income (Table 7.4). These are most frequent 
in Bahrain and Jordan, least frequent among the Syrian refugees in Leb-
anon. In terms of its amount, Bahrain and Lebanon lead the field, while 
Yemen brings up the rear. In contrast, young people who work for their 
money receive on average a higher income, at least when they are paid on 
a monthly basis. Most of the young labourers earning income that is paid 
on a monthly basis live in Bahrain, Jordan, and Lebanon, while in Morocco 
and Yemen, by contrast, regularly monthly paid incomes are more of an 
exception. 

In order to reveal the integration of young people into the formal bank-
ing sector, access to bank accounts and credit cards are important indica-
tors. Three insights are crucial: first, more men than women, but above 
all, older interviewees rather than younger ones, are those with access to 
banks. The highest degree of integration in the banking sector is found – as 
might be expected – in Bahrain: well over two-thirds of young people have 
a bank account and well over one-half possess a credit card. The picture for 
the Yemenis and the Syrian refugees in Lebanon is completely different; in 
these settings, almost none of the youth have access to the banking system. 
In all other countries, between one-sixth and one-quarter possess at least 
a bank account. Second, almost three-quarters (74 percent) of those who 
have a bank account also have control of a budget. Conversely, of the young 
people who do not control their own financial means, 90 percent also lack 
a personal bank account. Third, these findings reveal that the integration 



Economy and Employment | 147 

of young people into the electronic circulation of money is asymmetrical: 
one-half of respondents possess neither a budget nor bank access; slightly 
more than one-quarter (29 percent) have their own budget, but no bank 
access; a small group of respondents have personal bank accounts, but do 
not control their own financial means (5 percent); and only about one-sixth 
of interviewees (15 percent) have control of both a budget and a personal 
bank account.

Under these conditions, who among these young people has the oppor-
tunity to save money? Only about one-seventh of young people are in a 
position to do so. Young men are able to save on average €130 per month, 
while the average monthly savings of young women amount to only €87. 
Opportunities to save money are also different for each country (Table 7.3). 
The highest savings are found in Bahrain, Jordan, Lebanon, and Palestine; 
smaller amounts are saved in Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia, while the Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon and the Yemenis are able to save only small amounts. 
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Table 7.3 Economic Integration of Young People in the Arab World

Own 
budget

(a) 
Monthly 
income

(b)
Monthly 
transfers

Bank 
ac-

count

Credit 
card

Able to 
save 

money

Amount 
of

savings

You have 
debts

‘Yes’
(%)

Own work
only (€)

Not own
work (€)

‘Yes’
(%)

‘Yes’
(%)

‘Yes’
(%)

(€) ‘Yes’
(%)

Bahrain 70 1.377 (233) 313 (464) 79 60 24 210  1

Lebanon 70 678 (264) 171 (309) 20 17 14 109 14

Jordan n. a. n. a. n. a. 18 14 16 123 21

Palestine 49 569 (152) 82 (260) 15  8 15 145 24

Morocco 30 248 (80) 126 (161) 14 17  9  74  3

Tunisia 31 210 (100) 64 (135) 25 19 14  73 15

Egypt 33 176 (151) 62 (160) 14 13 24  58  5

Yemen 35 130 (40) 30 (231)  2  1  9  31 28

Syrian 
Refugees

52 87 (163) 88 (86)  0  1  1  44 47

Ø 46 434 117 21 17 14  96 18

Questions 1, 63, 64, 65, 67, 70, 75, 85, 88.

Note Rounding errors can occur. | This calculation is not based on a comprehensive expenditure survey and thus 
represents only estimations when monthly income is addressed. Monthly income is related to those who receive 
money regularly on a monthly basis. The figures in brackets represent the number out of 1,000 cases per country 
(keep in mind: the number of the working population diff ers between countries). Averages (last row) are based on the 
nine figures per column. Figures in columns (a) and (b) are overestimated, as they represent regular and monthly paid 
incomes (which are higher on average). Irregular transfers and working income – paid on a daily, weekly or seasonal 
basis (which are lower) – are not included. The diff erences that emerge in the data about the availability of one’s own 
budget in relation to the amount and frequency of the two income sources are explained by the fact that in some coun-
tries the proportion of other forms of payment – daily or job-related wages – is especially high. n. a.= not applicable.
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In general, those who are employed are able to save more than those who 
are dependent on transfer income. What are the motivations to generate 
savings? In particular, money is reserved in preparation for potential crises 
(61 percent). This is followed by wanting to save money for an upcoming 
marriage (11 percent), for building a house (7 percent), or for the children 
(7 percent). Only 2 percent of those who are able to save at all, are saving for 
possible emigration, comprising a total of only twenty people.

Rotating savings associations are a special form of saving. They are 
organised privately and voluntarily and are based on social networks. The 
members, often between five and twenty people, agree on the amount of 
the deposits (usually between €10 and €100), which each person must pay 
in regularly – for example, weekly or monthly. These deposits are gradually 
paid out on a rotating basis to a different member. Even without access to 
formal credit institutions, this accumulation strategy offers the possibility 
of providing larger amounts at once. Rotating saving associations is a com-
mon form of saving in Egypt (14 percent of interviewees), Jordan (11 per-
cent), Yemen (10 percent), Palestine (9 percent), and Bahrain (6 percent), 
whereas in Morocco, Lebanon, and Tunisia, and among the Syrian refugees, 
these networks play little or no role. The deposits in Egypt amount on aver-
age to €128 per month, in Jordan €74, in Yemen €46, in Palestine €131, and 
in Bahrain to €260. In some contexts these associations may actually achieve 
greater importance than regular savings, both monetarily and socially. 

The debt situation of young people contrasts with their savings. Over 
one-sixth of the interviewees are in debt. The Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
are most affected; almost one-half of the interviewees here have liabilities. 
In Jordan, Palestine, and Yemen, the debt ratio among young people ranges 
between 20 to 30 percent, and in Tunisia and Lebanon one-sixth are in 
debt. In Bahrain, Egypt, and Morocco, in contrast, debt hardly plays a role. 
Generally, two-thirds of those with liabilities are indebted to more than one 
person. Spreading debts allows for enlarging the access to borrowed money, 
while it increases the management tasks. In order to understand the extent 
of indebtedness, a relational measurement was applied: ‘little’ refers to less 
than a month’s budget; ‘medium’ equals between one and six months’ bud-
get; and ‘high’ corresponds to more than six months’ budget. What is exam-
ined and compared in this way is the subjective importance rather than the 
monetary level of debt. The findings reveal that about one-half of those cop-
ing with debt see themselves in a medium debt situation, about one-quarter 
have little debt, and about one-third attest to being highly in debt; the last 
group is comprised mostly of young people in Jordan, Palestine, and Yemen. 
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Finally, the relationship between debt and savings opportunities reveals that 
young people from the lower strata are rarely in a position to save money, 
while the possibilities increase the higher the social strata is (for the delin-
eation of social strata see Chapter 2). The reverse is true of debt, which is 
encountered most often in the lower strata and least in higher strata. 

Occupation patterns
This section examines the occupation structure and current employment 
status of young people. Of course, not all are employed and work for money 
– many of them are pupils and students. Moreover, some young adults are 
currently not working (i.e. generating income) and some never work for 
money. Five groups can be distinguished (Table 7.5):

Pupils: Pupils are mostly male (54 percent) and the great majority (90 
percent) of pupils are between 16 and 20 years old. They are almost all 
single (98 percent) and live with their parents (97 percent). One-third (32 
percent) have their own budget, although only for very few (1 percent) is 
this derived from their own work. On average, pupils with a budget have 
control of about €80 per month, originating as transfer income from their 
parents. 

Students: This group (52 percent male) constitutes the smallest segment 
of the sample. More than one-half (56 percent) are between 21 and 25 years 
old and another one-third are between 16 and 20 years old. The majority of 
them are single (91 percent) and are still living with their parents (92 per-
cent). About one-half (49 percent) have their own budget (of about €180 per 
month), but only for a few (7 percent) does this derive from their own work. 

Currently not working: At one-quarter, this is the largest segment. The 
young people in this group, for various reasons, are currently not working 
for money. This segment is spread almost evenly across all age groups, with 
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Table 7.4 Household Relations: Transfers from and to Young People

Bah-
rain

Leba-
non

Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Mo-
rocco

Tuni-
sia

Egypt Ye-
men

Syrian 
Ref.

Support from Family (%)  46  31  60  26  16 14 16 21  9

Amount (€/month) 313 171  99  82 126 64 62 30 88

Regular support to Family 
(%)

  1   7   9   6   5  7  2  6  8

Amount (€/month) 191 308 159 231 129 92 38 58 52

Questions 1, 67, 70, 80, 81.

Note Rounding errors can occur.

Table 7.5 Occupational Situation of Young People

School Uni-
versity

Not
working

Never 
working

Working Total

n=9,000 18 17 25 18 22 100

Jordan    10 a 20 41 16 13 100

Yemen 19  7 28 32 13 100

Morocco 26 19 28 14 14 100

Tunisia 24 15 36  8 17 100

Egypt 17 15 27 22 19 100

Palestine 24 18 15 20 23 100

Bahrain 21 35 17  5 23 100

Lebanon 20 21 14 12 34 100

Syrian Ref.  2  0 17 37 44 100

Questions 1, 25, 65, 66, 67, 68.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent the highest 
score per row. | Pupils in school (n=33) and students in university (n=132) who are also working were 
only counted for school and university and not for ‘Working’. a Be aware that in Jordan, people under 
18 years of age were not included in the sample for juridical reasons; subsequently the frequency of 
those going to school is obviously lower.
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the youngest being the smallest group in terms of number. Of all young 
people currently not working, 60 percent are men and 40 percent are 
women. Two-thirds are single. Only one-sixth (16 percent) have their own 
budget, which averages €159 per month. Income from their own work does 
not exist.

Never work: Almost all in this category are women (96 percent) and 
about one-half belong to the oldest group of young people (aged 26–30 
years). A majority, more than two-thirds, are married, while nearly one-
third of those who never work for money still live with their parents. Less 
than one-fifth have control of a budget, which is entirely based on transfer 
income, amounting to €94 per month.

Working: Those who are working typically belong to the oldest group 
of respondents: more than one-half are aged 26–30 years, although some 
younger people are also working and earn money. Three-quarters of this 
group are men. Half of those who work are single, while 40 percent are 
married. About one-half still live at home, although all have their own 
budget. For over 95 percent of them, this income is derived entirely from 
their own work. About 5 percent also receive additional transfer income, 
amounting on average to €252 per month.

The occupational status of respondents differs from country to country 
(Table 7.5). The sample structure in Palestine, Morocco, and Tunisia is char-
acterised by a large number of pupils, while there are very few pupils among 
the Syrian refugees in Lebanon. In terms of education, a gradient, related to 
the overall income situation appears: of the interviewees in Bahrain, over 
one-half are either pupils or students. In Lebanon, Morocco, and Palestine, 
pupils and students account for over 40 percent of respondents. Among the 
Syrian refugees and Yemenis few are in school or university. But what about 
those who are either currently or permanently not working for money? A 
majority of these respondents are in fact economically active and engaging 
in unpaid work – for example, domestic work such as housekeeping, cook-
ing, and child raising. Country-specific, the largest social segments of those 
currently not working in salaried conditions are found in Jordan and Tuni-
sia, and the smallest group in Lebanon. The largest segment of those who 
never work are among the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, and are also frequent 
in Egypt and Yemen – particularly in the case of young married women. 

Working youth
We know that uninterrupted working biographies, stable from the begin-
ning of a professional life to its end, are increasingly disappearing, even in 
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the rural sphere of the MENA region. Today, not only peasants and nomads 
are forced to change their professional activities, acquiring new skills, and 
to reorient themselves (Gertel and Breuer 2012). Unstable conditions 
apply even more to young people’s (urban) professional practice. Changing 
employment structures reflect the sequence of social transformations and 
disruptions; they become visible in the empirical findings. Indeed, today’s 
Arab youth are better formally educated than their parents, are accordingly 
prepared to enter a different labour market, and are in principle supposed to 
generate innovations in newly emerging economic and social sectors. How-
ever, given the lack of occupation opportunities requiring qualifications, 
they are regularly employed below their qualifications, a situation that leads 
to frustration, dependency on employers and parents, and often to protest 
and resistance (see Chapter 8). Sara, a 30-year-old married Syrian living in 
Lebanon exemplifies the local situation:

The opportunities for the young are very rare. The young per-
son studies and graduates, looks for a job but doesn’t find one. 
The majority of college graduates work in restaurants and cof-
fee shops. They do not find jobs suitable to their education-
al degree. This is one of the biggest problems that young peo-
ple face. A student studies for five years at university in order 
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to work in a decent job and have a suitable income that allows 
them to do something, but this opportunity does not exist.  
 Travelling and working abroad is possible, but it is harm-
ful to the country. The majority of young people travel, but it is 
a bad thing, because 70 percent of them leave to find jobs. But 
do not think that the young people who move away would find 
a job appropriate to their educational degree. They have to work 
in any available job. So we come back to the same problem. The 
young person studied for five years, but there are no job opportu-
nities suitable for his/her degree, not in their country or abroad.  
 There are, of course, young people who find good jobs, even if 
it’s not in the field of their degree. Do not forget about favouritism 
and nepotism, which means the wrong person in other people’s 
place. There are young people who are supported by their parents 
in order to help them build their own business, because, certainly, 
the young person who studied for five years in college does not 
have enough capital. We can say that there are job opportunities 
for the young who are supported and sponsored by their parents, 
and they can help their friends by offering them jobs. (LB/SY-1)

Equipped with this knowledge about the social profile of working youth, 
we already know three features: three-quarters are male; they are pre-
dominantly from the oldest age group; and about 40 percent are married. 
Concerning the gender structure of employment and the role of women, 
two observations are crucial. First, the difference in professional activity 
depends on the marital status of women: The findings reveal that among 
unmarried women who still live with their parents only 9 percent are 
working in remunerated jobs, while of the unmarried women who have 
already established their own household, 24 percent are earning income 
(this is, however, a small group). The situation is different for married 
women: hardly any married woman who live with their parents are work-
ing to gain income (only four cases); and interestingly, likewise very few 
married women with their own households are working for their income. 
Only 12 percent of these women are actually engaged in remunerated 
work, 14 percent are temporarily not working for money, and 72 percent 
are permanently not working for money. But, of course, they all may be 
engaged in unpaid housework, in child caring or other reproductive activ-
ities. Accordingly, it is evident that the young women’s professional activ-
ity is shaped by their marital status and way of life. Second, generational 
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transformations in the employment status of young women are rather 
weak. In both generations (youth and parents), it is primarily men who are 
are engaged in salaried work. In the parents’ generation about 20 percent 
of women are working and earning money, while among young women 
about 25 percent are employed. In both generations, these women are pre-
dominantly active in secure positions as employees. However, engaging in 
remunerated work today still seems to be a limited phase – one that lies 
between the end of education and marriage. This phase might be extended 
until children join the family. From a social perspective, the question arises 
about the extent to which traditional roles will continue (see Chapter 5) or 
whether married women’s future professional activity will be accompanied 
by new opportunities to work – enabled, for example, via institutionalised 
child care.

Shifting generational employment patterns
Focusing on the male employment situation of young people, how can 
it be characterised, how does it compare with the parental occupational 
structure, and also in respect to employment security? It is first of all 
apparent that civil servants and employees no longer constitute one-third 
of the labour force, as in the parents’ generation, but less than one-quar-
ter. Moreover, hardly any of the young people surveyed are, of course, in 
paid retirement (Table 7.6). Therefore, the economically secure group of 
young adults, who are employed in this first field (as defined earlier in 
the chapter), has shrunk significantly in relation to their parents’ gener-
ation – which is evident when both genders are considered together, but 
in particular in looking only at men in the labour force. This first field of 
occupations has lost a total of 20 to 24 percent of the workforce. A gen-
erational rupture in employment structure thus becomes visible. Comple-
menting this, the second most dramatic movement is found in the fourth 
field, representing the most vulnerable groups of workers, which has 
grown considerably (with the exception of agricultural activities), with 
greater numbers in insecure work in the service sector and day labour in 
particular. If the male workers are isolated, the picture is very pronounced: 
today, over 40 percent of young working men are active in jobs that puts 
them in this fourth, most insecure, field. Meanwhile the second field – 
composed of self-employed people with high educational qualifications, 
family businesses, and also workers with secure employment – grew only 
slightly, while the third field experienced moderate losses. Summing up: 
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the increasing instability of working conditions and enforced precarious-
ness of an ever better-educated generation is striking. 

This pattern of expanding uncertainty reflects the reorganisation of 
working society enforced by the consequences of structural adjustment pro-
grammes, including the reduction of social protections, and the privatisa-
tion of state-owned enterprises causing mass layoffs since the 1980s. When 
the parents’ generation entered the labour market in the same decade, secure 
employment was still fairly accessible. Since then, with the dismantling of 
the former Arab welfare states, labour conditions have severely deteriorat-
ed.1 The cross-generational shift of professional activity – the switching of 

1. It should be borne in mind, however, that among the interviewees a cadre of first-time employ-
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Table 7.6 Employment Situation: Young People – Working

Frequency 
n=2,165 

(%)

Con-
tinuous 

work

Stable 
income

Paid 
monthly 

(%)

Monthly 
income 

(€)

Continuation 
of payments 

in case of 
sickness (%)

State Employee 9 (8) X X 88 593 (570) 65 (64)
Employee
(with insurance)

15 (13) X X 87 839 (965) 55 (56)

Retired 0 (0) n. a. X n. a. n. a. n. a.

Self-employed with 
higher education 
(doctor etc)

6 (5) (X) (X) 78 965 (1.009) 44 (37)

Self-employed: 
Family Business

4 (4) (X) (X) 61 424 (425) 24 (22)

Worker (continuous 
employment)

14 (12) X (X) 76 410 (422) 23 (21)

Self-employed with 
qualifi cation (trade, 
industry etc)

14 (16) (X) 60 447 (463) 25 (24)

Self-employed: 
Service sector

16 (16) (X) 43 527 (586) 19 (16)

Self-employed: 
Agriculture

4 (4) 35 295 (299) 18 (16)

Day labourer 16 (19) 33 176 (181) 7 (6)

Questions 73, 75, 76.

Note Rounding errors can occur. | This calculation is not based on a comprehensive expenditure survey and thus 
represents only estimations when monthly income is addressed. Pupils in school (n=33) and students at univer-
sity (n=132) who are also working for money are included in this calculation. The category ‘Other’ – amounting to 
4 per cent of the youth who are working – was excluded from the table. The bold lines represent four fields of diff erent 
employment security. Figures in brackets represent male respondents only (n=1,619). The calculation of the monthly 
income is based on 1,325 cases (395 are female with an average monthly income of 505 euros, and 930 are male 
with an average income of 572 euros). X = exists; (X) = exists partially; n. a. = not applicable. Local currencies were 
converted into euros based on their average value from May 2016.
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occupational fields – is a crucial indicator of social development. Overall, 
fewer than half of the cases (45 percent) remain unchanged (Table 7.7), with 
father and son working in the same field. Another 23 percent have moved 
into a more secure field, while 31 percent have descended into more inse-
cure labour conditions. These findings thus provide an indication of social 
mobility. Looking at the individual countries, the highest proportions of 
those who are falling back are found in Bahrain and Egypt, while generally 
in all other countries about one-third of young workers are moving into 
more insecure positions – with the exception of Syrian refugees, who are 
already working predominantly in insecure labour conditions. The highest 
upward mobility between the generations is experienced in Lebanon, fol-
lowed by Morocco, Palestine, and Tunisia. Bahrain, however, displays the 
least upward mobility. Generally, social mobility depends on social strata: 
the higher the social stratum, the higher the percentage of those who are 
descending: within the highest social stratum, 39 percent were descending 
(11 percent climbing), while in the lowest social stratum only 23 percent 
experienced a status of declining labour security (18 percent climbing). 
The generational shift within the labour structure concentrates on the 
higher social strata. It is here that the largest losses of secure positions are 

ees are involved, who in their first years are generally offered poorer work conditions. Neverthe-
less, the negative shifts in wage level and wage advancement in the case of illness are obvious. 
However, the shift to monthly pay seems to be increasingly accepted.
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Table 7.7 Generational Employment Mobility

Unchanged Upward Downward

N (%) (%) (%)

Bahrain   217 55  7 38

Lebanon   371 33 37 30

Jordan   137 47 24 29

Palestine   224 38 31 31

Morocco   125 38 30 33

Tunisia   144 40 33 27

Egypt   196 47 17 35

Yemen   134 50 18 32

Syrian Refugees   422 61 14 25

Total & Ø 1,970 45 23 31

Questions 1, 31, 32, 71, 73.

Note Rounding errors can occur. N = number of cases. ø = average. | The table compares the em-
ployment situation of fathers (Table 7.1) and sons (Table 7.6) and displays the shift  in employment 
security by applying the four fields of employment as points of reference.
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occurring. Over the last generation, two mechanisms are thus simultane-
ously at work: the systematic abolition of the welfare state combines with 
the failing promise of social mobility via education. 

Accessing the labour market
What kind of features characterise labour relationships and how do young 
people acquire their jobs? Asked about the reasons for engaging in their 
careers, the overwhelming majority stated that they had no other option 
(Table 7.8); then, with some lower frequencies, justifications follow that 
emphasise the importance of job security, as well as the social acceptance 
of work. Furthermore, it seems important that the work offers good learn-
ing opportunities, and possibilities to interact with friends and colleagues, 
as well as the chance to improve one’s own position. Only one-quarter of 
respondents however, emphasise that their work is well paid. 

While men often indicate the lack of other job options as a deciding 
factor in employment, for women, security of work is the most frequent 
response. However, this predicament is an issue of social stratum. On the 
one hand, those from the two lower social strata predominantly stress that 
they had no other job options (81 percent and 61 percent, respectively), 
while on the other hand, only one-half of those belonging to the middle 
and the two higher strata chose this justification. However, good pay is 
hardly ever decisive for the lower classes to engage in a job – they just have 
no choice. Subsequently, overall only about one-third of all men like their 
work ‘a lot’ or ‘100 percent’, and this is true for only 17 percent of those 
from the lowest social strata. Younger men are especially sceptical. Thus, in 
general, not having a choice combined with weak income opportunities are 
shaping the labour relationships of young people. 

In the MENA region, official or even public institutions advocating 
a transparent labour market are missing. In order to find a job the classic 
argument by Mark Granovetter (The Strength of Weak Ties, 1973) is appar-
ent: social networks play a prominent role. On the one hand, ‘weak ties’ 
are important for learning about a vacant job position. Information about 
work opportunities comes primarily from friends, or in Granovetter’s sense, 
from friends of friends. On the other hand, however, ‘strong ties’ also play 
a role in the MENA region: ‘someone from the family’ has often provided 
the important job information. Once again, the central role of families and 
social networks stands out. It is important to note that for about two-thirds 
of male youth, the wish for a good job constitutes the most important goal 
in life; it is far more important than a good marriage. The question then 
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arises of what would constitute ideal working conditions. All of the young 
people, the entire sample, were asked (Table 7.9), independent of their cur-
rent occupational situation – whether in school or university, not working 
or working – to name their most important wishes for employment; the 
two most frequent were a high, and a secure income. In addition, three 
further aspects are crucial: career advancement opportunities; engaging in 
an activity that makes sense; and finally, achieving something. Those who 
are engaged in salaried work compared to the group who never work for 
money display the greatest differences, reflecting, of course, also a gender 
gap; the first group are predominantly men, about three-quarters, whereas 
the second group is constituted almost exclusively of women. Starting con-
ditions on entry into the labour market remain, however, unequal between 
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Table 7.8 Characteristics of Professional Activity

Total Gender Age

n=2,164 Male 
n=1,620

Female 
n=544

16–20 
n=364

21–25 
n=696

26–30 
n=1,123

Concerning your main work: What are the 
reasons you are engaging in it? 
(Answer = ‘True’)

I had no other option. 57 60 50 66 58 54

It is a secure job. 49 47 56 46 48 51

The work is socially well accepted. 46 44 50 42 47 46

I can learn a lot. 40 38 46 37 42 40

I can engage with friends and colleagues. 39 38 44 35 41 39

I have the option to upgrade my position. 38 36 42 34 38 39

It’s the only work I know how to do. 31 32 26 33 28 32

It is nicely paid. 26 27 24 24 27 26

The business belongs to my family. 18 20 13 21 20 16

My boss is from the same area. 18 18 17 24 19 15

How did you get to know about this work?

 – Friends informed me. 41 41 39 49 37 40

 – Somebody from the family informed me. 27 28 21 30 30 24

 – Via internet.  5  5  8  1  6  6

 – I was reading an advertisement.  4  4  5  1  5  5

 – A public institution informed me.  4  3  5  1  3  5

 – Via a private employment agency.  2  1  2  1  1  2

 – Other. 18 18 19 16 19 19

Do you like this work?
Answer = ‘A lot’ & ‘One hundred percent’

39 36 46 32 40 40

Questions 3, 77, 78, 79.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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the generations, and the young people are fully aware of these changes. The 
17-year-old Sara from Egypt emphasises: 

There is no doubt that the circumstances that rule our lives today 
are harder than in any past period. I mean that the older genera-
tions were more comfortable with their lives than us. They lived 
in a more calm and stable period, but our life is totally different. 
From the very beginning, as we opened our eyes, we experienced 
revolutions and unstable conditions in the streets. (EG-2)

Young People and Adults: Separation of Reproductive Units
What happens in economic terms if young people become adult? Consid-
ering marital status and gender, the following findings become apparent: 
among those who still live at home with their parents, comprising around 
two-thirds of the sample (69 percent), the larger share is male, because, on 
average women marry at a younger age (Table 7.10). Correspondingly, the 
group of young adults who have already established their own households 
(29 percent) includes more women than men. While the average age for 
men and women who still live with their parents is 21, those with their own 
household are 27, and they are predominantly married.
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Table 7.9 Imagining an Ideal Workplace

School University Not
working

Never 
working

Working

Achieving a high income 63 61 59 57 69

Importance of secure work 65 60 62 58 64

Options to upgrade position 55 54 55 48 60

Doing something that makes sense 53 53 50 45 54

Achieving something 51 52 47 45 54

Something useful for society 48 46 44 44 52

Feeling of being accepted 48 45 44 44 51

Implement my own ideas 49 50 45 43 50

Enough leisure time 43 43 41 40 49

Having contact with others 41 44 42 39 49

Possibility to support others 45 45 42 43 48

Question ‘How should an employment situation and your job look like in order for you to be satisfied?’ Answer: ‘Very 
Important’).

Questions 25, 65, 66, 67, 68, 82.

Note n=9,000 · Rounding errors can occur.
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The founding of a household sets a new reproduction cycle in motion: 
a pair moves in together and usually after a period of time have children. 
Reproductive activity differentiates the new households; findings show 
that the sizes of the households are smaller and the proportion of people 
able to do paid work is lower. Labour is needed for childcare and other 
household activities. Among the young people who work and still live with 
their parents, only about 10 percent of the women pursue wage labour, 
while about one-quarter of the men do so. In contrast, in the ‘new’ house-
holds of young adults, 13 percent of the women work to generate income 
and 58 percent of the men do. Many of them receive a fixed monthly salary. 
New reproduction units and a new working generation is thus established, 
which assume responsibilities for third parties. Here, too, however, the 
economic interrelationships extend beyond the young people’s own house-
holds. One-quarter of all women who have already established their own 
households continue, for example, to receive financial support from their 
parents. However, it is men who remain most economically linked to their 
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Table 7.10 Economic Situation of Old and New Reproduction Units

Parents household Own household

Male Female Male Female

Frequency (%)  39  30  11  18

Age (Ø)  22  21  27  26

Married (%)   4   2  82  93

Number of People/HH (Ø)   6   6   4   5

Number of People/HH of working age (Ø)   5   5   2   3

Economic Self-Assessment: Family 2016

Situation = ‘Rather bad & Very bad’  24  20  48  38

Occupation status: Working (22 %)  23  10  58  13

Respondent: Monthly income (%)  19  10  45  10

Amount (€) 465 422 671 600

Transfer-Income from parents (%)  27  35   7  25

Amount (€) 149 115 313 138

Support to parents – irregular (%)  17   8  27   7

Support to parents – regular (%)   8   3  10   1

Amount (€) 166 123 103 154

Questions 3, 14, 15, 16, 17, 20, 25, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 73, 75, 80, 81.

Note n=9,000 · Rounding errors can occur. ø = average. HH = Household. | Two reproduction units are juxtaposed: 
young people who are still living with their parents (old reproduction units), and young adults who are living in their 
own household (new reproduction units). In addition, there is the category ‘Other’, which contains 2 per cent of the 
cases and is not represented in the table.
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families of origin, providing irregular as well as continuous transfer pay-
ments back to their parents. 

From an economic perspective, the idea of a finite, time-limited period 
of youth – marked by the establishment of one’s own family – is blurred. 
Diverse economic dependencies and interrelationships continue to exist or 
can be reorganised. For the recent generation it is, however, evident that 
initial conditions for young families are very difficult. The insecure labour 
market situation has a clear negative effect: about half of the young men 
who head a household judge the economic situation in their families as 
‘rather bad’ and ‘very bad’. A completely different picture of economic con-
ditions for young people has emerged than what seemed likely given the 
more optimistic assessments discussed at the beginning of the chapter.

Conclusion
How do emerging economic insecurities and social uncertainties impact 
on young people in the MENA region? During the last three decades, 
neo-liberal transformations not only dismantled the Arab welfare states 
and further reduced social protection mechanisms through radical mar-
ket opening and massive state austerity measures, they also contributed to 
expand insecurities in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. New uncertainties 
further intensified with regime changes, escalating violence, and economic 
decline. A situation of precariousness now penetrates all social classes. It 
can in no way be linked exclusively to poverty, and it cannot simply be 
reduced to an outcome of internal inability or inefficiency. On the contrary, 
investments in energy, tourism, and land are increasingly linked to transna-
tional corporations and international financial markets; the circulation of 
labour is globally articulated and highly mobile, while food prices, as for 
grains, are no longer decided within national borders, but, for example, via 
commodity futures exchanges located in New York and London. 

Embedded in multiple economic articulations, two processes are crucial 
for Arab youth. During the past few decades, economic deterioration and 
social downward mobility have increased, even affecting the upper classes. 
Young people just establishing their own families have been particularly 
affected and now experience insecurity, dependency, and resignation in 
terms of their livelihood security and labour market conditions. Secure 
public jobs, often tied to the state, have largely disappeared alongside 
implementation of structural adjustment measures. This has far-reaching 
consequences for young people, who are indeed better educated than pre-
vious generations, but increasingly employed under precarious conditions. 
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Education is no longer a guarantor of social mobility. On the contrary, 
expensive private educations can contribute to family debt. The loss of 
secure jobs in the public sector is compounded by the loss of public assis-
tance, which is all the more dramatic because alternative social security sys-
tems are rarely available. As a result, the importance of the family as a social 
and economic security system continues to grow. A break with the family 
is for this generation of contained youth almost unthinkable, because few 
other institutions exist that are able to buffer economic insecurities. The 
social process of insecurity becomes a permanent state; precariousness is 
omnipresent. The erosion of standards of normality (Normalitätsstand-
ards; see Chapter 2) impacts youth and the whole of society. Young families 
who should be on their way to an optimistic future as well-educated dou-
ble-earners are confronted with massive economic problems. This genera-
tion is exposed to a new set of social frictions. 

This appears to be even more problematic as the younger segment of 
youths lives in a situation of borrowed security. Currently, they are still 
part of their families of origin and consider their situation predominantly 
secure, while the potential for massive uncertainty is only waiting. In differ-
ent arenas – on the individual, the family, and the community levels – inse-
curities have expanded dramatically since the youth of their parents. Past 
routines and strategies no longer guarantee success, while the livelihood 
security of young families is threatened, and even the states of the MENA 
region can barely offer adequate jobs or social security for young adults and 
their families. An entire generation thus moves, delayed by a time lag and 
for the moment still almost invisible, into social marginalisation.



8

Middle Class: Precarity and Mobilisation

Jörg Gertel & Rachid Ouaissa 

The income of the middle-class family is limited: it is enough for 
daily living, no more, no less. The threat of poverty always exists, 
and this is the concern of the people with limited income. Any 
situation where they are dismissed from their jobs, they become 
poor. (LB/SY-1)

Sara, 30 years old, married, Syrian refugee living in Lebanon

The middle class is the main class in the community that builds 
the country. Today, because of wars the middle class has no role to 
play as the upper class controls everything. (YE-8)

Rifaat, 17 years old, single, living in Taiz, Yemen 

Following the neo-liberal reorganisation of Arab economies 
since the 1980s – including the experiences of structural adjustment mea-
sures, expansive globalisation dynamics, and opaque financialisation pro-
cesses – a fundamental question has arisen as to what extent the gradual 
collapse of the middle classes contributed to the political mobilisation and 
social upheavals during and after the Arab Spring. Debates around social 
mobility and precarity often assume that the shrinking middle classes and 
the downward mobility of its members are linked to larger economic inse-
curities (Bayat 2011; Ouaissa 2014b), including self-perceived uncertainties 
and the questioning of individual positions within society (Castel and 
Dörre 2009; Standing 2011); which in turn can translate into social insta-
bility and political mobilisation (Lorey 2012; Marchart 2013b). 

We reveal that the middle class that emerged after political inde-
pendence constituted a persistent structure for decades, particularly in 
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middle- and low-income Arab societies, but now, indeed, is dissolving. 
Even though particular class positions are still perceived and experienced 
by young people – largely structured by the education background and 
labour profile of the parent generation – a series of ruptures is causing the 
polarisation of society. Increasing precarity not only impacts on political 
mobilisation, it also shapes the preference for specific political systems. 
The largest frequency of young people who likes to see a strong man in 
power is among the economic winners i.e. the upper sections of the middle 
classes, while a religious system based on sharia is most frequently favoured 
by the losers, i.e. by the lowest segment of the middle class and the poor. 
Still, a democratic system is the wish of a majority, particularly embodied 
by the core of the middle classes – but Things Fall Apart, to use the famous 
phrase of Chinua Achebe ([1958]2001) for capturing asymmetries of 
power relations that come along with the influence of new foreign forces. 
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Figure 8.1 Family Class Assessment by Country
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How robust, we thus ask, is the situation of the middle class six years after 
the political upheavals? 

We start our analysis with a simple question: How do young adults per-
ceive their situation and that of their families with regard to their societal 
position six years after the Arab Spring? Responding to the question of what 
class (tabaqa ijtimâ’iyya) they would assign their family to (see Figure 8.1), 
3 per cent assigned their own families to the ‘ultra-poor and destitute’ (’ala 
bâb Allah), another 17 percent to the poor (faqîra), half of the sample (50 
percent) to the ‘lower middle class’ (at-tabaqa al-mutawassita ad-dunya) 
and just under a third (29 percent) to the ‘upper middle class’ (at-tabaqa 
al-mutawassita al-’ulya). One per cent evaluated their family as ‘wealthy’ 
(tharriyya). Even in the wake of thoroughgoing upheavals and social rup-
tures in society since 2010–11 well over two-thirds therefore consider their 
families to still belong to the middle class. 

Figure 8.1 illustrates the distribution of classes in individual countries 
according to the self-positioning of the respondents. Based on the fre-
quency and distribution of class-assessments a familiar country-specific 
ranking results at first glance: Bahrain is revealed to be the wealthiest coun-
try containing a minute segment of poor and the largest segment of wealthy 
respondents. By contrast, in Yemen and among the Syrian refugees in Leb-
anon the largest groups of poor prevail. Generally, the middle classes are 
significant in all countries, but obviously vary in size. As the respondents 
were not given specific criteria regarding class-properties each respondent 
made their own assessment, which is, of course, specific to age, gender, and 
country background. What then can we conclude from these responses? 
In order to answer this question we will evaluate the empirical findings in 
three steps. First, we describe and characterise the middle classes according 
to employment- and income-situations, and in relation to consumption 
patterns, and leisure profiles. Second, we analyse country-specific features, 
identify internal class differentiations, and examine social polarisation in 
the wake of the Arab Spring. Finally, we will investigate the consequences 
of these trends with regard to political mobilisation and action. 

Characteristics of the Middle Class
The Arabic term tabaqa is often translated as ‘class’ in the narrowest sense of 
the word, but depending on the context may also be understood as ‘stratum’. 
The term remains ambivalent, evoking different connotations, as it might 
be used differently in individual countries and is seldom defined explicitly. 
Here, it should therefore be considered in a broad and non-theoretical 



Middle Class | 165 

sense. Nevertheless ‘stratum’ and ‘class’ are not used as synonyms in the 
following argumentation. 

How meaningful is the class positioning identified by youth and what 
kind of properties are tied to individual class identities? Four character-
istics are important: first, the class position relates to the level of formal 
education achieved by the parents: the lower the level of formal education 
of parents – both father and mother – the more frequently young people 
tie their families to the lower social groups (Table 8.1). Second, this corre-
sponds to income security in the parental budget: the employment profile 
and a fixed monthly income of fathers indicate, for example, security (see 
Chapter 7). Fathers who are paid on a monthly basis are more frequently 
assessed as belonging to the higher classes. This is the case for about two-
thirds of fathers in both middle classes. Third, the employment-profile of 
the father generation (Table 8.2) further reveals the internal differentiation 
of the two middle classes (as does the strata index; Table 8.6). In the upper 
middle class, half of households are economically secured by the stability 
of father’s income, while one sixth are economically insecure. Among the 
lower-middle class, in contrast, only 40 per cent of households are secure 
and more than one-quarter are to be considered economically insecure 
(Table 8.2). Fourth, the pattern of education and income that shapes the 
parents’ generation is to a large extent transferred to the current genera-
tion of youth. Two findings illustrate the linkages: on the one hand those 
who assign their families to be part of the higher classes are more likely to 
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Table 8.1 Characteristics of the Middle Class: Generational Relations

Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

(100 %)  1 29 50 17  3

Parents with low education

Father 16 24 44 75 86

Mother 18 31 54 84 86

Income situation

Father: Stable monthly income 82 72 62 33 22

Respondent: Own Budget 75 52 41 38 31

Communication profi le

Respondent: Own mobile phone 99 97 93 77 64

Expenditure/month (€) 37 20 16  8  6

Questions 30, 34, 35, 39, 47, 65, 147, 148.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages, apart from the last row. Rounding errors can oc-
cur. | ‘Low education’ comprises people who are illiterate, those able to read and write, as well as 
those who attended primary school only. | MC = Middle Class.
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have control over their own budget, and this budget is also comparatively 
higher. On the other hand, the availability of mobile phones and the level 
of monthly expenditure are also class-related: both increase with social 
status. The young people, therefore, mirror via the intensity of economic 
participation the class position of their parents. 

To sum up: the findings gained through self-assessment of class mem-
bership are indeed plausible. Cross-checking the assessments with empiri-
cal findings did not produce any contradictions. Two insights are crucial: 
first, in Arab countries education and income are important features 
delineating class identity. Second, across generations the social structure is, 
to a certain extent, persistent; the social position of young people is often 
tied to that of their parents. Individual countries reveal these features. 
The wealthiest countries are Bahrain, Lebanon, and Tunisia, the poorest 
countries or groups, are the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, the Yemenis, and 
the Palestinians, and Moroccans. Depending on the criteria under review 
‘the’ middle class appears in larger or smaller segments. In order to further 
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Table 8.2 Characteristics of the Middle Class: Father’s employment

Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

State Employee 28 27 21  9  7

Employee (with insurance) 16 14  9  2  1

Retired  9 11 10  4  4

Secure 53 52 40 15 12

Self-employed with higher education 
(doctor, lawyer etc)

19  6  1  0  0

Self-employed: Family Business  2  2  2  3  2

Worker (continuous employment)  0  4  6  5  1

Self-employed with qualifi cation 
(trade, commerce, industry etc)

12 17 17 14 11

Medium 33 29 26 22 14

Self-employed: Service sector  5  7  9 16 11

Self-employed: Agriculture  1  4  8 18 25

Day labourer  1  5 10 22 26

Insecure  7 16 27 56 62

Questions 32, 47.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | We ask respondent about re-
spondent’s father: ‘What was his main occupation (longest period of employment)?’ For classification 
of the occupational groups see Chapter 7. The three highest frequencies of each class are repre-
sented in bold. Bold blue figures represent subtotals. The rows do not add up to 100 per cent be-
cause three categories are excluded from the table: ‘Jobless’ = 4 per cent (highest frequency among 
the ‘Destitute’ with 9 per cent); ‘Work without income’ = 0 per cent and ‘Other’ = 3 per cent. | MC = 
Middle Class.
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delineate its boundaries, we select two further access points, namely, con-
sumer behaviour and leisure choices (Table 8.3–8.5). 

Class Position: Consumption and Leisure
‘Tell me what you eat and I will tell you who you are.’ This nineteenth-cen-
tury saying carries the essence of Pierre Bourdieu’s reflections when – after 
his years of working in Algeria on economic exchange processes – he was 
looking into the connection between class position and life style in France 
(Bourdieu [1979] 1982). Bourdieu concludes from his empirical work that 
cultural goods are subject to an economy, cultural needs are an outcome of 
socialisation, and taste thus is an identifier of class. 

Two extreme positions delineate the social spectrum among the Arab 
youth (Table 8.3). Most of the wealthy spend their money on clothes, 
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Table 8.3 Middle Class and Consumption Patterns

All Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

Food (oil, sugar) 59 21 43 60 85 87

Clothes 47 68 61 48 24 15

Wheat and bread 40 13 26 40 56 78

Water / Electricity 31 13 20 31 47 42

Mobile phone 27 47 38 28 10  6

Going out with friends 20 41 29 19  7  (8)

Internet 18 40 27 17  3  (6)

Housing rent 16  (4)  7 13 38 34

Local snacks 16 17 22 16  7  6

Studies 16  5 18 16 10  7

Medication 15  9 12 14 24 29

Gas bottles (cooking) 13  (2)  7 14 22 29

Transport / Travel 11  (6) 16 12  4  (4)

McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, KFC 10 44 16  9  2  (2)

Cigarettes 10  (8) 10 10  9 14

Debts / Instalments  9 11  6  9 15 13

Cosmetics  5  (6)  7  5  1  (1)

Video / Online games  2  (9)  4  2  1  0

Music  2  (8)  3  2  2  0

Insurance  2  (3)  2  2  4  (3)

Other  5  (7)  6  5  5  9

Question 97 ‘Monthly expenditures: Please identify the four items you spend most money on?’

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The bold figures rep-
resent the four most frequent answers per individual class. Figures in brackets indicate the number 
of cases, if they are low (below 10 cases). | MC = Middle Class.
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mobile phones, fast food and going out with friends, followed closely by 
expenditures on internet access. By contrast, the poor and destitute youth 
spend their money most frequently on food, on wheat and bread, on water 
and electricity, and for housing rent. Next in the ranking are medicines, and 
gas bottles for cooking. Between these two poles of the social spectrum, 
indicating utterly different consumer structures, the two middle classes are 
situated. Most members of the upper middle class spend money on clothes, 
food, mobile phones, and going out with friends. This profile shifts some-
what for the lower middle class, with most youth spending money on food, 
followed by clothes, wheat and bread, and water/electricity. The lower the 
social class the more frequent are expenditures on basic needs (Table 8.3).

How connected are class-dependent expenditure profiles to food shop-
ping patterns among youth (Table 8.4)? In terms of products, the patterns 
depend on a number of factors: for example, on daily need, proximity of a 
supplier, and prices. Overall, grocers receive by far the highest frequency, 
followed by supermarkets, butchers, bakeries, and weekly markets. There are 
class-specific differences, however. Wealthy families are most likely to shop 
at a supermarket or in shopping malls, followed by hypermarkets and gro-
cers. This is partially due to the fact that the overwhelming number of the 
wealthy youth surveyed live in Bahrain, which is highly urbanised, and malls 
and hypermarkets constitute important elements of the food supply struc-
ture. But also purchasing power and consumer desire are of key importance. 
Shopping at these locations is not just carried out by necessity, but is often 
combined with leisure. Most of the poor and destitute by contrast shop 
primarily in small grocers, butchers, and neighbourhood markets for their 
daily needs, in addition to supermarkets and weekly markets. Limited pur-
chasing power and restricted mobility shape this pattern. The consumption 
behaviour of the middle classes falls between these two poles and is almost 
identical, following the same sequence: grocers, supermarket, butcher, baker, 
weekly markets, and the mall. Some minor shifts are however apparent, for 
example, more people from the lower middle class make primary use of gro-
cers, while shopping less frequently in supermarkets and malls. 

The importance of bread as a daily food is class dependent. While only 
a little over a third of the wealthy consider bread to be very important for 
themselves and their family, the poor and destitute see this very differently. 
For the vast majority of the poor, well over three-quarters, the availability of 
cheap bread is very important. According to their limited purchasing power 
they have to spend a large share of their budget on bread. Again, the middle 
classes are positioned within this spectrum (Table 8.4). Halal products are 
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also a marker of class. Unlike bread, which is particularly important as a 
basic staple, halal refers mainly to meat and to the practice of slaughter-
ing animals according to Islamic principles. For the poor, meat is however 
expensive and considered as a luxury product, indeed one they can hardly 
afford. Halal-consumption thus indicates primarily a faith-based practice 
rather than a shopping behaviour that would provide evidence of expensive 
meat consumption. And in fact, we find that the frequency of purchases at 
butchers decreases with descending class hierarchy. 

Leisure activities also provide insights into social differentiation and class 
positioning (Table 8.5). It is immediately notable that all young adults, across 
all classes, indicate ‘watching television’ as their most frequent activity. This 
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Table 8.4 Middle Class and Food Shopping Patterns

‘In order to buy food do 
you use …?’

All Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

Grocer 70 31 64 71 79 72

Supermarket 45 69 54 43 37 28

Butcher 45 27 44 47 43 43

Bakery 39 22 40 41 32 30

Weekly market 37  9 33 38 43 39

Mall 22 62 33 22  4  4

Neighbourhood market 16  8 13 16 21 37

Mobile hawker 16  5  9 15 27 35

Hypermarket 16 34 21 16  4  3

Street vendor 13  3  9 13 20 26

Wholesaler 13  2 11 16 11  9

Cheap bread is …

… ‘Very important’ 54 35 49 57 82 90

Halal products are …

… ‘Very important’ 56 35 52 55 64 67

Buying halal products

 – Cosmetics  8 10  9 10  5  3

 – Convenience food 32 23 30 30 42 35

 – Meat 45 29 38 43 59 60

Question 98 ‘How important is the availability of cheap bread for you and your family?’ ‘Very impor-
tant’ (54 %); ‘Important’ (33 %); ‘Not important’ (13 %).
Question 109 ‘Have you ever consciously bought a product – food or cosmetics – that was labelled as 
being halal?’ (Yes/No), ‘Yes’–Information in percent.

Questions 98, 106, 108, 109.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Question 106; multiple 
answer options; Yes–answers in percentages. The bold figures represent the four most frequent an-
swers per individual class. | MC = Middle Class.
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is true for more women (72 percent) than men (62 percent) and the older 
rather than the younger groups. Beyond that, however, further differentia-
tion between the classes is also evident. ‘Surfing the internet’, which comes 
in at second place, is most frequently the leisure pursuit of middle-class 
groups, particularly the upper middle class. However, in both groups it is 
a choice made by more men than women, and more of the younger groups 
than the older. For the poor and destitute, the internet hardly features in 
their responses. For them ‘visiting neighbours and relatives’ or simply ‘doing 
something with the family’ are far more important. For the wealthy, by con-
trast, the internet is important, but they also frequently list ‘watching videos 
and DVDs’ or ‘listening to music’. This is also the group with the highest 
response rate for visiting the cinema and theatre (Table 8.5). 

The two middle-class groups differ in how these various pursuits are 
weighted. Members of the upper middle class are more highly differenti-
ated: they mainly ‘listen to music’, ‘visit neighbours’, ‘go to a coffee shop’, 
‘do something with the family’, and ‘practise a sport’, whereas youth from 
the lower middle class, those who have the highest frequency of televi-
sion watching also choose ‘surfing the internet’, ‘listening to music’, ‘vis-
iting neighbours’ or ‘doing something with family’. It is clear from these 
responses that the commercialisation of leisure activities increases with 
ascending classes. One conclusion at this point therefore is that, in addition 
to the predisposition of class-assignment by the parent-generation, based 
on education and employment status, social class positions are reproduced 
in the consumer and leisure patterns of youth. Both are of course not inde-
pendent of access to available monetary resources. Social class is hence a 
social construction, one in the making. In the words of Bourdieu: 

‘Social class is not defined by a property (not even the most deter-
minant one, such as the volume and composition of capital) nor 
by a collection of properties (of sex, age, social origin, ethnic ori-
gin – proportion of blacks and whites, for example, or natives and 
immigrants – income, educational level etc.), nor even by a chain 
of properties strung out from a fundamental property (position 
in the relations of production) in a relation of cause and effect, 
conditioner and conditioned; but by the structure of relations be-
tween all the pertinent properties which gives its specific value to 
each of them and to the effects they exert on practices’ (Bourdieu 
[1979] 1982: 106).
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Internal Differentiation and Social Mobility in the Middle Class
Starting from here, the social construction of class, the question arises, 
how related is the composition of the middle class to social differentiation 
within society? The strata index – composed of quintiles, five groups of 
(almost) equal size – is used to answer this question. The index is based 
on several variables, including the level of education of the father, a wealth 
ranking, home ownership, and economic self-assessment for family in 2016 
(Table 8.6; see also Chapter 2). Key features of the strata index are that both 
gender and age structure in the five groups are equally distributed and are 
relatively homogeneous. With regard to marital status, however, within the 
group of the lowest social stratum just under half are single, while in the 
highest group this figure amounts to over three-quarters (78 percent) – and 
accordingly, many in this group still live with their parents (83 percent). 
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Table 8.5  Middle Class and Leisure Activities

All Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

Watching TV 67 57 64 70 63 62

Surfi ng the internet 43 44 57 45 21  8

Visiting neighbours or relatives 27  (9) 18 25 42 51

Doing something with the family 23  9 17 23 31 43

Listening to music 23 41 25 25 11 11

Doing nothing, relaxing 14 16 10 13 27 19

Going to coffee shop 13 17 17 13  6  (7)

Practicing a sport 11 12 14 12  7  (8)

Just meeting people 10  (7)  7  9 20 19

Reading books/ magazines  9 13 13  9  5  (9)

Listening to prayers or recitations  9  (2)  7 10 10 15

Shopping  8 10  8  8 6 11

Watching Videos / DVD  6 21  8  7  2  0

Youth Club  4  (7)  5  4  2  (3)

Cinema or theatre  3 16  6  3  (6)  0

Playing on the computer  3  (3)  5  3  1  (1)

Other  2  (4)  2  3  3  (6)

Engaging in a project  2  (7)  2  2  2  4

Dancing / parties  2  (2)  3  2  1  (4)

Play-acting / Playing music  1  (1)  1  1  0  0

Question 164 ‘What kind of leisure activities do you practice most? Please name up to three activities 
with the highest frequency during the week.’

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The bold figures rep-
resent the four most frequent answers per individual class. Figures in brackets indicate the number 
of cases, if they are low (below 10 cases). | MC = Middle Class.
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By relating the class structure to the strata-index a more precise picture 
of internal class structures appear: the two middle-class groups are now 
internally differentiated and divided into five groups each (Table 8.6). In 
order to simplify the analyses and better compared group properties, the 
ten groups have been clustered into six groups of approximately equal 
size. Figure 8.2 relates this high-resolution picture of class positions to the 
individual countries and reveals the respective patterns. In this way, two 
classifications are combined with one another. First, the (more subjective) 
self-assessment of young adults regarding the family’s class structure is 
applied to identify ‘upper’ or ‘lower middle class’. Second, the (more objec-
tive) strata index is calculated, in order to identify subgroups for each of the 
lower and upper middle classes.

If the monthly average income of the fathers and of respondent (male) 
for the six middle-class groups is applied as the basis for a ranking, a 
new order of the subgroups is achieved which breaks up the previous 
grouping and also the strict classification into upper and lower middle 
class. Now, the subgroup upper middle class with the highest stratum 
is followed by the subgroup, which is constituted by the lower middle 
class with the highest and higher-middle stratum. It is only in third and 
fourth places that the two other subgroups from the upper middle class 
are following. This implies that the young adults’ self-assessment on class 
can be depicted more clearly, at least from this economic perspective: one 
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Table 8.6 Class Assessment per Strata Index

Class Wealthy Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor Desti-
tute

Stratum

Lowest (21 %)   2   2  13  67  87

Lower-middle (21 %)   5  12  26  22  10

Middle (24 %)  10  26  30   9   3

Higher-middle (20 %)  18  30  21   2   0

Highest (14 %)  65  30  10   0   0

100 100 100 100 100

Question 47, Strata Index.

Note n=9,000 · Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Black borders cluster 
and delineate the middle class from twelve subdivisions into six diff erent subgroups: UML = Upper-
middle class & Lower strata; UMM = Upper-middle class & Higher-middle stratum; UMH = Upper-
middle class & Highest stratum; LML = Lower-middle class & Lower strata; LMM = Lower-middle class 
& Middle stratum; LMH = Lower-middle class & Higher stratum. | MC = Middle Class.
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Figure 8.2 Structure of Middle Class by Country
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Additional Table for Figure 8.2

Self-assessment – 
Class

Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Calculated Strata Index UMH LMH UMM UML LMM LML

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6

Income father (€) 1,946 1,248 942   587   534   383

Income (respondent) male (€) 1,089   707 689   490   475   261

(n=7,055)   761 1,380 785 1,036 1,328 1,765

Note This table represents only the two middle classes, derived from the self-assessment of the re-
spondents – the groups ‘Wealthy’, ‘Poor’, and ‘Destitute’ are not included. The internal segmentation 
of the two middle classes is based on the Strata Index. The order of columns reflects the amount of the 
average monthly income of father and son (or the male respondent). Accordingly, the groups ranking 
first generate the highest monthly income (Upper-middle class and Highest stratum), those ranking 6 
the lowest (Lower-middle class and Lower-middle / Lowest strata). The instructions for determining the 
income (see Table 7.3) apply here as well. | MC = Middle Class.

Questions 35, 47, 75, Strata Index.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | UML = Upper-middle class & 
Lowest, Lower-middle, and Middle stratum; UMM = Upper-middle class & Higher-middle stratum; 
UMH = Upper-middle class & Highest stratum; LML = Lower-middle class & Lowest, and Lower-
middle stratum; LMM = Lower-middle class & Middle stratum; LMH = Lower-middle class & Higher-
middle, and highest stratum. | Bahrain LML and Destitute = 0 · Lebanon Destitute = 0 · Tunisia 
Wealthy = 0 · Jordan Wealthy = 0 · Yemen Wealthy = 0 · Syrian Refugees Wealthy, UMH, LMH and 
UMM = 0.
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subgroup, namely the one from the lower middle class with the highest 
income ranking has to be repositioned. Put another way, the classification 
lower middle class was derived from a self-assessment; this ‘class’ com-
prises half of the total sample. If this large group is explored through the 
lens of the strata index three subgroups can be identified (as is the case 
with the upper middle class). The highest, and thus most wealthy sub-
group of the lower middle class, becomes ‘part’ of the upper middle class, 
if the monthly incomes of father and son are used as classification criteria. 

Based on this internal differentiation, we further juxtapose the individ-
ual class position for those aged 20 to 30 years with the economic situation 
of their families in 2010 and 2016 (see Table 8.7). This reveals the growth 
and losses that the subgroups of the middle class have experienced since 
the Arab Spring and demonstrates social mobility from the perspective of 
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Table 8.7 Economic Situation of Middle Class Families in 2010 and 2016

Class-affi liation 
(Self-assessment)

Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Upper 
MC

Upper 
MC

Lower 
MC

Lower 
MC

Poor

Groups of the middle 
class (n=6,274)

UMH
524

LMH
959

UMM
524

UML
774

LMM
969

LML
1,342 1,154

Economic situation

2010 very good 39 24 22 22 15 15 10

2016 45 18 15  8  4  3  2

2010 rather good 57 62 71 72 64 59 43

2016 54 72 83 86 79 61 17

2010 rather bad  4 12  7  6 18 22 31

2016  2  9  2  5 16 32 49

2010 very bad  0  2  0  1  3  4 15

2016  0  0  0  1  1  5 33

Net mobility
(% Families)

+8 –1 –2   –12 –4   –19   –38

– Upward mobility 16 14 12  8 14 11 10

– Downward mobility  8 15 14 20 18 30 48

Questions 20, 21, 47, Strata Index.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Age groups were restricted: 
only those between 20 and 30 years old were included in order to select only those who are able 
to compare with the situation in 2010 (n=6,274). Moreover, two groups were not included: ‘Wealthy’ 
(n=83); and ‘Destitute’ (n=195). Bordered fields indicate higher frequencies in 2016 than in 2010 (dif-
ference above 5 per cent). UML = Upper-middle class & Lowest, Lower-middle, and Middle stratum; 
UMM = Upper-middle class & Higher-middle stratum; UMH = Upper-middle class & Highest stratum; 
LML = Lower-middle class & Lowest, and Lower-middle stratum; LMM = Lower-middle class & Mid-
dle stratum; LMH = Lower-middle class & Higher-middle, and highest stratum. | MC = Middle Class.
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individual families. The result is definite: a quarter of the families experi-
enced an economic decline (25 percent) and just under one eighth saw their 
fortunes improve (12 percent). The findings thus indicate a growing social 
polarisation: rich and poor sections of society are drifting gradually apart. 
The more wealthy groups are expanding, growing in wealth (more people 
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Table 8.8 Political Intentions and Actions by Young Middle Class Members

Class-affi liation 
(Self-assessment)

Upper 
MC

Low-
er MC

Upper 
MC

Upper 
MC

Low-
er MC

Low-
er MC

Poor

Groups of the middle 
class

UMH LMH UMM UML LMM LML

Political mobilisation

 – Political intention: ‘High’ 23 25 29 30 32 31 37

 – Political action: ‘High’ 13 12 15 15 18 17 16

Preferred political system

 – Democratic system 40 37 43 40 41 35 37

 – Strong man 35 33 25 23 23 24 22

 – Religious state (sharia)  6  9  9 11 11 13 13

Role of the state

 – ‘Larger role’ 77 78 80 78 75 76 74

 – ‘Social security’ 62 61 59 61 66 65 63

Question 159: ‘If there is something important to you, and you want to be heard or have a politi-
cal impact, which of the following possibilities would you probably or probably not consider doing? 
Would you …?’ (11 possible answers, e. g. ‘Participate in a strike’). Out of the answering options 
(‘Certainly not’ = 1, ‘Probably not’ = 2, ‘Maybe’ = 3, ‘Probably’ = 4, ‘Certainly’ = 5) we calculated aver-
ages and classified them into three categories of political intention: ‘None’ (≤1) = 36 percent; ‘Low’ 
(>1–2) = 35 percent; ‘High’ (>2) = 30 percent.
Question 160: ‘Which of these possibilities have you already used or participated in?’ We calculated 
the sum of ‘yes’ answers (e. g. 22 per cent participated in elections; 12 per cent in a demonstration; 
and 7 per cent boycott certain goods; someone who participated in all three of the activities thus re-
ceives 3 points) and classified them into three categories of political action: ‘None’ (0 points) = 65 per 
cent; ‘Low’ (1 point) = 20 per cent; ‘High’ (2–11 points) = 15 per cent. Just participating in an election, 
therefore, is considered as ‘low’ political action.
Question 113: ‘If you look around the world, what kind of political system would you prefer?’ Pos-
sible answers: ‘A democratic system’ (39 per cent); ‘A strong man / woman who governs the country’ 
(26 per cent / 1 per cent); ‘A combined democratic and Islamic system’ (11 per cent); ‘A religious state 
based on sharia’ (11 per cent); ‘A socialist system’ (1 per cent); ‘A combined democratic and Islamic 
system’ (2 per cent); ‘A system without nation states’ (0); ‘Other’ (1 per cent); ‘Don’t know’ (7 per cent).

Questions 113, 115, 116, 159, 160.

Note: Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Syrian refugees in Lebanon did 
not answer questions 159 and 160 (n=8,000). Bold figures represent the highest percentage per row. 
UML = Upper-middle class & Lowest, Lower-middle, and Middle stratum; UMM = Upper-middle class 
& Higher-middle stratum; UMH = Upper-middle class & Highest stratum; LML = Lower-middle class 
& Lowest, and Lower-middle stratum; LMM = Lower-middle class & Middle stratum; LMH = Lower-
middle class & Higher-middle, and highest stratum. | MC = Middle Class.
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indicate here that their economic situation in 2016 is ‘very good’), while 
poorer groups of the middle classes are growing in despair (more people 
indicate here that the economic situation in 2016 is ‘rather bad’ or ‘very 
bad’). A large amount of social downward mobility occurred from the low-
est subgroup of the middle class to the group of the poor. This is reflected 
in the perception of young people. Muhammad, a 26-year-old from Zarqa, 
in Jordan, stressed:

Even for people who have jobs, in both the private and the public 
sector, the wages aren’t high enough, and people live below the 
poverty line. In the past, there were classes – the poor, the middle 
class, and the rich – but now I see only the poor and the rich. 
[The] middle class was abolished. All life now is just sleep and 
work to get money, every day. I am considered poor and live only 
to sustain myself. Middle class means the luxury to go out. Middle 
class means to live above the poverty line, but now unfortunately 
everyone lives below the poverty line. (JO-11)

Muataz, a 29-year-old from Cairo, shared this assessment: 

Until recently, before the revolution, the middle class existed, and 
its size was big. But now it is fading. In the past, there were a poor 
class, a middle class, and rich men. But now, from my point of 
view, there are only two classes left, one of them is poor, and the 
other one is rich. (EG-3)

This societal rupture starts at the heart of the middle class and continues 
into the poor sections: The number of young people in two out of three 
groups from the upper middle class, who assessed the economic situation 
of their family to be ‘very good’ in 2016 compared with 2010, is shrinking. 
This is contrasted by a small reduction in the number of people indicating 
the situation to be ‘rather bad’ or ‘very bad’. The lower the social stratum 
overall however, the clearer are the losses in the positive areas (‘very good’ 
and ‘rather good’) and the growth in the negative areas (‘rather bad’ or ‘very 
bad’), as is also evidenced in the more recent ‘downward mobility’ (Table 
8.7). Indeed, dramatic social downward mobility is reflected in the expand-
ing group of the poor. Those affected most significantly by economic 
decline, and this is not in the least surprising, are the Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon (64 percent of households), the Yemenis (59 percent), but also 
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the Palestinians (23 percent), Egyptians (22 percent), and the Lebanese (17 
percent). Those households moving up economically – not equal to even 
half of those on the way down – are concentrated in Palestine (25 percent), 
Jordan (17 percent), Morocco (15 percent), and Egypt (13 percent). 

This evaluation of the economic situation corresponds to other areas of 
young people’s everyday life: those experiencing a social decline are more 
likely to perceive their possibilities of living a fulfilled life as rather unsta-
ble; this instability is also true of the political situation, the trust in friends 
and the confidence in personal abilities. Uncertainty becomes omnipresent 
and inscribed into everyday life. Bushra, an 18-year-old, single, from Abyan, 
Yemen, emphasised, 

I have a negative outlook as I see the dark side of future. Any ef-
forts will not have good results. For instance, in the near future I 
am going to graduate and then I will look for a job and I think I 
will not have one because all government affairs are controlled by 
some groups. The country conditions are bad and going from bad 
to worse. Society is deteriorating in all fields; economic, social, and 
political sides. I am afraid that deterioration will be worse especial-
ly with price increase, salaries interruption, and insecurity. (YE-1) 

Jawad, a 19-year-old from Irbid, Jordan, underlined, 

Fearing poverty: I fear that I won’t be able to buy a car or afford 
marriage or an education, or build a house. People are poor, ei-
ther because their fathers are unemployed and can’t afford to pro-
vide their children with an education, or they work but the salary 
isn’t fixed and there is no insurance for them nor for their fam-
ilies. Their work only suffices to cover their families’ most basic 
needs. [I] can protect myself from poverty by working. There are 
people who travel to another country to work rather than serve 
their country and live in poverty, because salaries are very low in 
Jordan. I am not optimistic about the future because the current 
economic situation in Jordan is bad and my job doesn’t provide 
me with a good enough salary to protect myself; it doesn’t meet 
my requirements. And there are very few employment opportu-
nities in Jordan, which forces young graduates to travel abroad in 
search of work. As a young, working non-student, what would my 
fate there be? (JO-1)
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Political Mobilisation for What Kind of Political System?
In the following we relate the downward economic mobility to the political 
intentions and actions of youth in the MENA region (see Table 8.8). The 
interest in taking political action (political intention) is most frequently 
seen among the groups impacted most strongly by social decline; it is most 
marked among the poor. The frequency of actual political activity (political 
action) shifts to some extent to the groups in the lower middle class, who 
are still affected by the socially polarising drift and the loss of economic 
security, but have greater resources than the poor. Intention and action are 
clearly correlated to one another: those who pursue keen political inten-
tions are more frequently also politically active. However, political action is 
restricted to a small segment of youth: only one-third have an intention to 
act politically, actual action that goes beyond participation in an election, 
is taken only by one-sixth of the surveyed youth. Concerning the individ-
ual countries, youth in Palestine (25 percent), Yemen (21 percent), Tunisia, 
and Egypt (19 percent each) lie well above the average in this regard (see 
Chapter 13). 

Is the majority of the middle class, therefore, to be considered as apolitical? 
Asked differently, what connections exist between class position, political 
mobilisation, the favoured political system, and the desired role of the state? 
In which class is support concentrated for the four most-preferred political 
systems: a combined democratic-Islamic system; a religious state based on 
Islamic law; democratic systems; or a strong man who governs the country? 
While a democratic system receives the largest support in general, there are 
tendencies for a segmented constituency: a strong man is more frequently 
supported by the wealthy; a religious system based on Islamic law is rather 
preferred by the poorer classes; and the centre of the middle class advocates 
primarily a democratic system. Three-quarters of all respondents wish for a 
state playing a larger role in daily life – particularly concerning the desire for 
social security; it is at the very top of the list for around two-thirds of youth. 
The longing for security and certainty, indeed, shapes the basic values of the 
youth and their realisation are primary targets for the future (see Chapter 
3), but for the time being their implementation unfolds rather ambivalently: 
young people simultaneously express their deep mistrust towards politicians 
and institutions such as the parliament, while there is a longing for a state that 
can meet basic needs. Since this kind of security delivered by nation states is 
difficult to achieve in times of rampant globalisation, political upheaval and 
armed conflicts, despite the strong desire of many young people, the impor-
tance of Islam, perceived as a very private faith, moves more strongly into 
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focus for them. Three-quarters of those in economic decline, more than in 
any other group, emphasise that their personal faith is stable. 

Conclusion
According to the self-perception of young people the middle class makes 
up a large part of Arab society, but membership is not something that is 
freely chosen. Social classes emerge as a result of lengthy and sustained 
multi-generational processes and result from a nexus of social relationships. 
The educational and employment status of parents shape the consumer 
and leisure behaviours of youth in the MENA region, act as distinguishing 
markers, and contribute to the reproduction of class membership in the 
next generation. However, a series of ruptures have impacted on Arab soci-
eties and class patterns: In the long term, economic securities have been 
lost due to the shifts in occupational structures, linked to the dismantling 
of welfare states and the loss of secure public jobs (see Chapter 7); in the 
medium term, turbulences such as war, armed violence, revolutions, and 
civil strife have developed since the Arab Spring, unsettling social security 
even further. The middle classes are breaking into segments of varying 
degrees of insecurity and precarity; they are crumbling. When ‘things fall 
apart’ (Achebe [1958]2001) this is not without consequences. The young 
generation is particularly hit by the dynamics of social and economic 
polarisation, and is largely embedded into two ambivalent processes: first, 
political mobilisation; this is highest among those groups whose families 
experienced social downward mobility, but even activists are often unaware 
of the complexity of reasons responsible for their disenfranchisement, and 
thus often only address their government. Second, this generation is losing, 
alongside disappearing class positions, the certainty of social identities and 
personal perspectives. When societal structures collapse it is no longer easy 
to identify with a state – least of all with politics; what remains is trust in 
the family and the personal (religious) faith. Subsequently, the preferences 
of the youth for specific political systems reflect these experiences.



9

Hunger and Violence: Spaces of Insecurity

Jörg Gertel & Tamara Wyrtki

There are few regions in the world that have been hit so frequently 
by recurrent protests around the price of bread, by food crises, and related 
political upheavals, as post-colonial North Africa and the Middle East. The 
so-called Arab Spring, triggered by the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt 
but also the armed conflicts in Syria and Yemen, are however emblematic 
for many citizens of a new kind of collective experience: that of regional 
cross-border food insecurity. The public demands for food sovereignty 
expressed in the 2011 protest slogans for the right to ‘bread, freedom and 
social justice’ (‘aysh, hurriyya, ‘adala ijtima‘ iyya) and the desire ‘to over-
throw the system’ (isqat al-nizam) symbolise the importance of bread and 
simultaneously the failure of respective governments to meet their people’s 
basic needs. In no other field of everyday life are uncertainty and injustice 
so clearly felt than in the enormous efforts to guarantee the safety of the 
family and to provide enough food each day. Often food insecurity com-
bines with violence. Particularly in situations of civil strife and hunger, 
structural and direct violence are highly interdependent. Galtung (1969) 
describes violence as the reason for the difference between the potential 
and the current, as rift between ‘what might have been possible’ and ‘what 
is’. While direct violence encompasses direct confrontations, structural vio-
lence is inscribed into the social structure; it prevents people from meeting 
their basic needs and thus is closely linked to social injustice. 

For many Arab families today, the danger of slipping into poverty and 
losing access to food is ever present. But whereas young people were often 
the initiators of protests in 2011, they are not per se the most vulnerable 
groups exposed to food insecurity and hunger. Children, pregnant women, 
and elderly people are more likely to suffer from insufficient nutrition 
and from severe consequences, particularly if food deficits combine with 
diseases. Youth, perhaps even more so than their parents, are some of the 
physically most resilient members of a household. Generally, they bear less 
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responsibility than their parents, but of course, in times of crisis, they may 
be compelled to assume more tasks and have to act with higher account-
ability. Subsequently, young adults respond to questions regarding security 
and hunger differently from their parents. We will argue that food insecu-
rity and violence often combine, affecting particularly poor and vulnerable 
groups. Although we know that they impact severely on human situations, 
causing social disruption and a loss of moral standards, little is known about 
the causal structure of hunger, about the political economy of long chains 
of trade transactions and private profit. Our argument concerning spaces 
of insecurity unfolds in four different stages. We begin by briefly describ-
ing the structure of the food system in the MENA region, and introduce 
explanations about the causation of food crises. We subsequently discuss 
the empirical findings in the regional context, and then present case studies 
of food insecurity and hunger, elaborating the situation of young people in 
each case. 

Food Systems in the MENA Countries
The patterns of food provisioning in Arab nations have been increasingly 
connected to and determined by the global food system. Four phases are 
crucial. During European colonialism small-scale (subsistence) agriculture 
in Arab countries was restructured and selectively realigned for producing 
export-commodities for Europe, particularly France and England. Subse-
quently, economic integration deepened in the Arab world, market pro-
duction and commercialisation increased, and production-consumption 
linkages stretched out across ever-greater distances. 

At the end of the Second World War the United States emerged to dom-
inate the international food system by providing cheap grains for export 
– also to the newly developing Arab countries. When these young nation 
states became politically independent, agriculture was widely neglected 
while industrialisation often started with promoting the food-processing 
sector; investments went, for example, into sugar-, dairy- or fruit juice-fac-
tories. During this period of welfare state development food subsidies were 
expanded, and it was ensured that the poor also benefited. At the time, large 
parts of the population were, thus, food secure. 

Since the mid-1980s international debt crisis, economic deregulation 
set in and transnational food corporations benefited from ‘open’ markets. 
Indebted Arab states increasingly fell under the control of international 
organisations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
which in turn provided loans tied to conditions of structural adjustments, 
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demanding among other measures the abolishment of tariffs and a reduc-
tion of government expenditures. As a result food subsidies were systemati-
cally cut and phased out. In Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, 
and Yemen, almost all food subsidies were eliminated between 1990 and 
2000 (Gertel 2005). Simultaneously the previous nature of grain deliveries 
as aid (predominately from the U.S.) changed into commercial relation-
ships. Parallel to this, grain trade has been concentrated in the private 
sector. Companies such as Cargill, Continental Grain or ADM became the 
new global players governing the global food flow and international prices. 

Moreover, due to asymmetrical liberalisation an arbitrary situation devel-
oped in which on the one hand trade restrictions were being dismantled 
and free trade demanded, while on the other hand trade blocs (EU, NAFTA) 
formed and operated along protectionist lines. Arab states like Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Egypt, who had, for example, been advised by foreign experts 
and hoped to expand their fruit and vegetable exports to Europe beginning 
in the 1980s, were often vying for limited quotas and restricted time win-
dows. The promised advantage of free trade never materialised for them. 
Social polarisation increased and poverty levels rose. 

With the turn of the century, the dynamic of financialisation started to 
penetrate global food systems (Gertel and Sippel 2016). Some economies, 
such as the United States, have been shifting away from industrial invest-
ments to realise higher profits with financial capital. Inter alia, supermar-
kets increasingly began to operate as banks. Simultaneously the importance 
of shareholder-value grew, and the necessity for food corporations to realise 
short-term profits expanded (see Dixon 2014 on Egypt). As a consequence, 
the financialisation of everyday life took off. Even lower- and middle-class 
households have progressively begun to use new financial products (e.g. 
derivatives as part of pension schemes). Finally, technology-based virtual 
price-building processes have been shaping food and future markets. Subse-
quently, institutional investors (such as pension funds) started to speculate 
in agricultural commodities triggering massive food price rises in the Arab 
world and elsewhere. In 2008 these led for the first time in human history 
essentially to over a billion people suffering from hunger. Hunger and mal-
nutrition have since become the greatest risk to health with repercussions 
far more serious than those of Aids, malaria and tuberculosis combined. 

To sum up: the thresholds for the development of new food crises and 
new social fault lines are being lowered. After 30 years of neo-liberalism, 
deregulation, and structural adjustment measures, the options, especially 
for Arab low-income countries and poor groups, to mitigate crises have been 
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severely curtailed. Unstopped by (now abolished) government interven-
tions, price fluctuations can directly penetrate private households, and food 
crises unleash their full force at the personal level. The public mass-protests 
of 2008 and 2010–11 reveal these vulnerabilities to globalised food crises: 
the Arab Spring started at the very peak of international food prices. 

Explaining Food Insecurity and Hunger
Today three main causes are identified to explain food insecurity and hun-
ger: failures of production, entitlement decline, and problems of respon-
sibility. The supporters of the first approach argue hunger occurs when 
there is insufficient production of food (i.e. food availability declines). For 
a long time, the production problem was viewed from a Malthusian per-
spective and comprehended as resulting from the interaction of population 
increases and limited agricultural spaces. Yet, in the globally interconnected 
food systems, local production failures can be offset, making geographically 
restricted explanation attempts obsolete. Moreover, in the last few decades 
massive production gains have been made which also weaken purely demo-
graphic approaches. Yet, in an interconnected world, price increases result-
ing from production failures can be passed on to (urban) consumers across 
extensive distances from the agricultural producing areas to consumption 
areas. Problems, for instance, with wheat production in France, the United 
States or in Russia can therefore translate into malnutrition, hunger, and 
illness in Arab countries. This relates to and combines with food access 
problems. 

The second approach scrutinises market and access problems (i.e. 
entitlement failures; Sen 1981). The main leverage for this approach is the 
asymmetrical price formation and price volatility of food within globally 
connected trade relationships (Prakash 2011). Even in the case when suffi-
cient food is locally available, food insecurity and hunger may result from 
the lack of suitable resources and capital. In other words, individuals and 
groups do not have the necessary purchasing power to buy what is available. 
This is what Sen (1981) captures as decline in exchange entitlements. Food 
insecurity and hunger are thus comprehended as a problem of access. This is 
particularly a problem for the growing number of poor people. 

The third concept stresses responsibility and intervention problems 
(i.e response failures; Devereux 2007). ‘New’ hunger crises, the ones that 
emerge under conditions of globalisation, are a consequence of lacking 
accountability and intervention failures. These problems of public action 
are often connected to restrictive political regimes but can also result from 
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(aid) interventions that undermine local strategies securing livelihoods. 
Moreover, food crises caused by war or complex emergencies can disrupt 
the food chain in all its different parts: on the level of production, market-
ing or transfers. In such cases, food insecurity and violence are connected. 
Sieges like in Syria or Yemen, for example, are used in a targeted manner. 
Here, famines do not just ‘happen’, they are caused intentionally. In these 
cases, they should not be seen as a failure of a social or economic systems, 
but rather as a product of these systems. This requires studying not of just 
local causes, but also of external forces, and particularly those who stand 
to profit from hunger and violence (see Edkins 2007 on the logic of war 
economies). 

In the following, we address four questions: How are Arab youth actu-
ally situated in the global food system? Who is particularly exposed to food 
insecurity? How important is the role of national governments to prevent 
and mitigate insecurity? What kind of problems are emerging from this 
context, given various group and country specificities?

Hunger and Violence in the MENA Region
When asked about important changes in their lives over the past six years 
since the so-called Arab Spring, respondents most frequently indicate the 
impact of food insecurity and violence. More than half of young adults 
assessed growing violence (57 percent) and food shortages (57 percent) 
as being ‘important’ and ‘very important’ in their lives. Among Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon (80 percent), in war-torn Yemen (77 percent), and 
unstable Egypt (71 percent) major food problems were evident, but even 
in Palestine and Jordan, food shortages were perceived as ‘important’ or 
even ‘very important’ during the past five years (Figure 9.1). Food insecurity 
combines in these countries with expanding social instability and violence 
(Figure 9.2).

Above all, the Syrian refugees in Lebanon and the Yemenis pointed to 
a disastrous situation when asked about their recent assessment of food 
provisioning (see Table 9.1). In both cases, food insecurity is directly related 
to violent conflicts. Exposure to violence, more generally, also prevails in 
Tunisia and Palestine where about one quarter of the respondents’ expe-
rienced more than one encounter with violent incidents. The spectrum 
of incidences we were asking about includes lower intensity experiences 
such as being witness of violence, but also experiences such as one’s house 
or means of production having been deliberately destroyed, experiencing 
expulsion or displacement, or the immediate experience of having to see 
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a doctor as a consequence of having been beaten up, having been in jail, 
suffered from hunger, or from torture, being injured in an armed conflict, 
as well as experiencing violence within the family or having experienced 
psychological violence, experiencing sexual harassment, joining a demon-
stration that turned violent or generally having experienced any form of 
violence. These experiences have been grouped together in the category 
‘Exposure to violence’ (Table 9.1). If the group of the most vulnerable is 
analysed – those who belong both, to the lowest stratum, and simultane-
ously feature the highest self-assessed insecurity (see Chapter 2) – it appears 
that they are particularly exposed to violent experiences. 

Internal group differences are particularly high in Egypt and Jordan, 
while in Yemen and among the Syrian refugees, and also in Palestine and 
Tunisia, experiences with violence cross the borders of the lower strata and 
concern general society. Almost two-thirds (61 percent) of those young 

 215

Figure 9.1 Importance of Food Shortages
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people whose experience with growing violence is very important also state 
that the experience of food shortages has been very important during the 
last five years, revealing a high correlation between experiences of violence 
and food shortages. 

In order to be able to identify the degree to which young people are 
impacted by food insecurity, we distinguish between those who assess their 
access to food as completely ‘insecure’ (‘Food insecurity’; Table 9.1) and 
those who see themselves in danger of losing their access to food (Exposed). 
As well as Syrian refugees and Yemenis, young people in Lebanon, Pales-
tine, Egypt, and Morocco also frequently indicate an exposure to food 
insecurity. These can often be traced back to income and purchasing power 
problems. A current situation of food insecurity can moreover combine 
with past experiences of hunger. On average 10 per cent of all respondents 
have already experienced hunger, though large country differences shape 
the picture. Again, it is the Syrian refugees and Yemenis who are affected 
most, but there are smaller groups also in Morocco, Palestine, Jordan, and 
Egypt who have already experienced hunger in their lifetime. Among them 
hunger was particularly felt by the most vulnerable sections (see above). 
In Jordan, Morocco, Palestine, and Egypt hunger experiences indeed are 
concentrated in these groups. 

Overall, men have a higher incidence of hunger than women, the older 
group more frequently than the younger, and young adults responsible for 
their own households also suffer more frequently from hunger than youth 
who still live with their parents (16 percent compared to 7 percent). We 
are also able to say something about the temporal interconnection: over 
one third (36 percent) of those currently indicating insecurity in accessing 
food (the group of the Food Insecure) report earlier experiences of hunger. 
This is also the case for a little over a quarter (28 percent) of those vulner-
able to food insecurity (the group of the Exposed). Other groups barely 
record any previous experience of hunger. These results are emblematic of 
the connection between hunger and poverty, as well as its persistence over 
time.

Another perspective can be gleaned from the government side of things. 
Two features are important: on the one hand, during complex emergencies, 
governments may disintegrate and authorities are violently contested (like 
in Yemen, Syria or Libya). These situations are characterised by extensive 
violence, loss of life and hunger, by displacements of populations, wide-
spread damage to societies and economies, and often also by the hindrance 
of humanitarian assistance by political and military constraints. On the 
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other hand, even in ‘normal times’, state action may be particularly restricted 
by import dependencies. As many poorer Arab countries are largely depen-
dent on grain imports (like Morocco or Egypt) its uninterrupted provision 
at stable prices is crucial. A large proportion of the lowest classes still con-
sume primarily bread, and this can take up the majority of a household’s 
budget. The lowest stratum of the sample indicates that their most frequent 
expenditure is on food (84 percent of respondents) and particularly on 
wheat and bread (59 percent). This further increases for those young people 
among them who have already established their own household. In these 
cases, 94 per cent, respectively 63 per cent of the respondents state that they 
spend most money on food and on wheat (by selecting four out of twenty 
different items; see Chapter 8). 

In an attempt to avoid food price protests, many countries are thus 
applying large subsidies. The survey results bear out the significance of this 
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Figure 9.2 Importance of Growing Violence
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situation: with the exception of the two most wealthy countries, Bahrain 
and Lebanon, but also Morocco (having a fixed price for bread based on the 
French model) two-thirds of young adults assess the availability of cheap 
bread for themselves and their family to be ‘very important’. Ration cards 
are however only available for two groups: for the Syrian refugees in Leba-
non and for the Egyptians (80 percent from the lowest stratum, 55 percent 
from the highest stratum). They represent an important tool for public 
intervention, particularly to transfer resources in situations when poverty 
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Table 9.1 Characteristics of Food Insecurity and Violence

Bahrain Lebanon Tunisia Jordan Morocco Palestine Egypt Yemen Syrian Ref.

Food

 1. Food shortages; changes last fi ve years (%) 20 27 46 68 59 66 71 77 80

 2. Food access (1–10 points) (Ø) 8.8 7.8 8.8 8.0 7.1 7.5 7.3 5.8 4.9

 3. Exposure to food insecurity (3–5 out of max. 10 points) (%) 6 17 5 7 16 19 12 33 70

 4. Food insecurity (1–2 out of max. 10 points) (%) 1 2 1 1 3 3 4 15 7

 5. Suffered hunger (%) 1 1 2 6 6 6 5 19 46

 6. Suffered hunger / most vulnerable group (%) 0 3 3 15 11 15 15 26 47

 7. Importance of cheap bread = very important (%) 21 43 64 72 40 63 65 83 87

 8. Possession of ration cards (%) 1 1 2 4 1 4 71 0 46

Violence

 9. Growing violence; changes last fi ve years (%) 10 44 66 66 48 57 62 72 80

10. Social instability; changes last fi ve years (%) 25 32 47 69 52 61 59 62 83

11. Armed confl icts (1–10 points) (Ø) 7.0 4.9 6.5 6.3 6.1 4.9 6.1 3.3 3.9

12. Exposure to violence (%) 0 8 25 17 19 27 17 42 77

13. Exposure to violence / most vulnerable group (%) 2 10 30 32 25 36 36 42 79

7. (Question 98) ‘How important is the availability of cheap bread for you and your family?’ = Answer: ‘Very 
important’.
8. (Question 104) ‘‘Do you possess a ration card in order to buy or receive food?’’ = Answer: ‘Yes’.

The assessment of experiences with violence is based on aspects 9–13, determined by the following 
questions:
9. & 10. (Question 141) ‘What about changes in your life during the last five years. How important are they?’ 
Aspects = Growing violence & Social instability. Answer: ‘Important’ and ‘Very important’.
11. (Question 10) ‘Can you specify the area of security: I feel secure / insecure in the following fields:’ As-
pect = The probability of armed conflict; Answer: ‘Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 (not at all secure) 
to 10 (totally secure)’; Ø = National average.
12. ‘Exposure to violence’: This information is based on a violence exposure index. It represents those who 
have more than one experience with violence (two or more answers with ‘Yes’ out of fourteen options; see 
Question 168; Table 3.7).
13. ‘Exposure to violence’: This information is based on a violence exposure index. It represents those who 
have more than one experience with violence (two or more answers with ‘Yes’ out of fourteen options; see 
Question 168; Table 3.7).

Questions 3, 10, 98, 104, 141, 168, Strata Index (see Chapter 2 and Appendix).

Note Bold figures represent the highest data per row (except for rows 2 and 11, where the lowest score is 
represented). Rounding errors can occur. ø = average

The assessment of food insecurity is based on aspects 1-8, determined by the following questions:
1. (Question 141) ‘What about changes in your life over the last five years – how important are they?’ Aspect: 
Food shortages. Answer: ‘Important’ and ‘Very important’.
2. (Question 10) ‘Can you specify the area of security: I feel secure / insecure in the following fields:’ Aspect: 
My access to food. Answer: ‘Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 (not at all secure) to 10 (totally secure)’; 
Ø = National average.
3. & 4. The two categories refer to the same question (No. 10), but represent two independent groups: 3. ‘Expo-
sure’, persons, who are exposed to food insecurity (3–5 out of 10 points); and 4. ‘Food insecurity’, persons, who 
are definitely food insecure (1–2 out of 10 points). Answers are based on the self-assessment of the respondents.
5. (Question 168) ‘Have you ever … suff ered from hunger?’ = Answer: ‘Yes’.
6. (Question 168) ‘Suff ered hunger / most vulnerable group’: These data represent the frequency of de facto 
hunger experiences of the most vulnerable group per country (those with the lowest strata profile and the 
highest self-assessed insecurity; see Chapter 2).
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combines with problematic political circumstances. Demanding the right 
to bread is in that light a supremely political act and can even topple gov-
ernments, as experienced during the Arab Spring. 

Case Studies
We decided on four case studies – Egypt, Palestine, Yemen, and Syrian ref-
ugees, based on their exposure to both food insecurity and violence – to 
deepen the contextual understanding of hunger and the involvement of 
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young people. Egypt is demographically not only by far the largest country 
in the mena region, containing a huge segment of poor people, it is above 
all highly food import dependent. Palestine, in contrast, is a special case 
as severe poverty and social polarisation combine with a restricted spatial 
mobility and economic dependency on Israel. Syria and Yemen represent 
situations of complex emergencies. Millions of young people are exposed 
to hunger and death, generating different spatial mobilities. The Yemenis 
are predominantly internally displaced, while large segments of the Syrians 
crossed borders and moved as refugees, particularly into Lebanon, Jordan, 
and Turkey (see Chapter 10). 

Egypt
Though few people suffer from acute hunger, a large number experience the 
structural impact of malnutrition, which, especially in the case of children, 
is associated with severe irreversible consequences. Egypt is highly depen-
dent on food imports, particularly on grain and, as a result of poverty, has 
a per-capita consumption rate for wheat of around 180kg per annum, the 
highest in the world. As a consequence of turbo-charged privatisation and 
long-term disenfranchisement the Arab Spring was preceded by thousands 
of protests. Since 2011, Egypt has been unable to find political stability and 
has gone through several government changeovers. The Egyptian food sys-
tem is currently shored up by massive subsidies, tightly monitored by the 
government, and increasingly transformed into a technology-based provi-
sion system. Three findings are key: the recent introduction of so-called 
smart cards replaces the analogue ration card system with a digital system; 
bread, previously available in apparently unlimited quantities, has been 
transformed in this process into a rationed good. This might improve pub-
lic regulation and control, but not the food security situation. On the one 
hand, the profits of transnational corporations who trade in grains prevail; 
they find a robust market among the poor. On the other hand, there is little 
expenditure flexibility among the poor, as they have to spend a large part of 
their income on food, particularly on allegedly cheap grain. Moreover, by 
the beginning of the 1990s the threshold for moving from food security to 
food insecurity was already low for the overwhelming majority of low-in-
come households. This situation has worsened severely in the past few 
years, primarily as a result of economic decline. Without bread subsidies 
and ration cards, many Egyptians would be facing a much more dramatic 
situation today. However, the economic costs of the subsidy system of more 
than one billion euros annually, has already made the Egyptian government 
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politically dependent on the us and on Arab Gulf States. Finally, the asso-
ciated costs of malnutrition, as evidenced by high spending on medication 
and low life expectancy, are, in contrast, hard to quantify, as is the sense of 
looming insecurity and uncertainty among youth. The perceived insecurity 
and resignation, however, relates directly to the failure of the government 
to provide for the basic needs. Muataz, a 29-year-old married worker from 
Giza, explained, ‘Nowadays I think that youth have no aspirations, because 
[they] cannot find a job. So how can they make a family, live, eat or drink?’ 
(EG-3). Sara, a 17-year-old woman from Bani Suef, said, ‘There is no stabil-
ity, every day is different from the day before, every day you are ruled by 
different policies, even different people, different decisions’ (EG-2). Samer, 
a young man married with children from Cairo offered, ‘I am personally 
very pessimistic. I also pray to find bread or beans the same price as yester-
day’s price’ (EG-1).

Palestine
Another causal dimension of food insecurity is revealed in Palestine. Both 
the availability of food and insufficient purchasing power are an issue here, 
as they are closely linked to developments and relations with Israel. The 
differences between the situation in the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip 
are, however, still crucial, both in the extent of food insecurity as well as 
in the causes of food insecurity. Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip from 
2007 to 2015 contributed to an increasing uncertainty: half of all house-
holds suffered from food entitlement problems in 2014 (PCBS 2014). This 
situation worsened when the illegal tunnels connecting the Gaza Strip to 
Egypt were destroyed. High levels of unemployment, limited income-gen-
erating options, and deficient production capacity led to high food prices 
and deepened food insecurity. Although the volume of people and goods 
entering and leaving the Gaza Strip has now increased, the impact of that 
period is still being felt in the form of infrastructure deficits. The popula-
tion of the West Bank by contrast has to contend with the restriction of 
economic activities as a result of restricted mobility. A complex system of 
physical barriers, checkpoints, and road blockades, bureaucratic obstacles, 
expansion of settlements, restrictions in terms of access to land and natural 
resources as well as the on-going displacement of the Palestinian popula-
tion all lead to a weakening of the basic foundations on which livelihoods 
are built and thus also jeopardise food security. The agricultural sector, of 
particular significance in the West Bank, fulfils a dual role: it contributes 
to food security through subsistence farming and job creation. It is also an 
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important symbol of Palestinian resilience and helps to maintain and rep-
licate Palestinian identity which is under threat in the face of on-going loss 
of land from occupation and Israeli settlement expansion. Hanadi, 30 years 
old, married with three children, describes the situation as follows: 

The occupation also leads to more poverty. High prices threaten 
us with poverty . . . My husband stayed unemployed for one whole 
year, and this destroyed us. We have debts. He could not find a 
job. Even our marital relationship is affected when the economic 
conditions are bad. Money is important. (PS-1) 

Mahmoud, a self-employed 27-year-old from Birzeit whose family home 
was recently destroyed by the Israeli army, stated, 

The presence of the occupation is one of the main reasons for the 
threat of poverty. If Israel decides to close down the cities, roads, 
and checkpoints, people will become paralyzed and cannot work 
or pay their debts. [People] cannot find bread for their children. 
(PS-7)

Syria and Lebanon 
In Syria, food security is to a massive degree determined by war. In 2016 
almost 10 million people lived in circumstances of acute need, and have 
been classified as ‘food insecure’ or ‘at risk of food insecurity’ (FAO/WFP 
2016). Several factors combine there. The flight of the rural population 
has brought the agricultural sector essentially to a standstill and with it 
domestic food production, while it also deprived this displaced population 
of their livelihoods. Since war broke out, the economy collapsed and sanc-
tions took effect, food prices have soared. Prevailing import difficulties and 
fragmentation of markets by warring factions led to an even greater deteri-
oration of the situation, with significant regional differences. For people in 
locations such as Aleppo or in the rural areas surrounding Damascus, that 
were in part under siege and where fighting was heavy, food was simply not 
available and, where it was, prices rose dramatically. In September 2016 the 
inhabitants of Madaya, for example, were paying four times as much for a 
kilo of rice as their neighbours in Damascus, and aid deliveries needed six 
months to enter the city, which happened only in September 2016 (WFP 
2016a). With the security situation worsening by the day and the difficulty 
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of meeting basic needs in Syria, large numbers of the population had to 
flee, not just to other parts of the country but also crossing the border into 
neighbouring countries. Ahmad, a 22-year-old, commented, 

If suppression and uprising in addition to the other circumstanc-
es remain unchanged, poverty will prevail at mass levels; famines 
might arise. In Syria, vegetable and bread prices are soaring in the 
market so people are incapable of buying them. (LB/SY-2)

Mariam, a 26-year-old, explained, 

In Syria, the prices are multiplied by ten, while people’s income is 
still the same. There’s hunger like I have never seen before. In the 
past, a person would never go to bed feeling hungry, I never saw 
this extent of fatigue and poverty before. (LB/SY-3)

In Lebanon, however, the refugees are once more faced with an uncertain 
food situation (see Chapter 10): over 90 per cent were considered food inse-
cure in 2016 (WFP 2016b). Households affected often reduce spending on 
education and health, home owners sell their houses or land or take their chil-
dren out of school to be able to leverage their labour for additional income. 
Although food is available in sufficient quantities in Lebanon not everyone 
has sufficient means to afford it. Syrian migrants in particular are exposed to 
a high rate of unemployment as a result of restricted access to the Lebanese 
labour market as well as to irregular incomes from informal sector activities; 
both leave them highly dependent on loans and food vouchers. The monthly 
gap between income and expenditure is hence growing leading to an on-go-
ing accumulation of debt in these households (see Chapter 7). Nour, 30 and 
married, describes her situation, stating, ‘I am pessimistic. I am not able to 
meet my children’s needs since I do not have money. [I] am not hopeful at 
all. I fear for my children’s future. I cannot assure their basic needs’ (LB/SY-5).

Yemen 
Yemen experienced a war on several fronts in 2016. Armed clashes between 
supporters of the former president, Ali Abdallah Salih, (formerly located in 
Sana‘a) and Shiite Houthis (from Northern Yemen) have moved gradually 
to the South, while frontlines are blurred by a military intervention of a 
Saudi-led coalition. There are also, particularly in the South, Al-Qaida and 
IS fighters against whom the US government is flying controversial drone 
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missions. Since 2015 the situation has become more acute. Over the course 
of the conflict several thousand people have been killed, with 2.4 million 
people having been displaced internally. Around half of all children under 
five are now chronically undernourished and 10 million people are starv-
ing. This makes Yemen currently the country with the highest rate of mal-
nutrition anywhere in the world (Oxfam 2016). The most recent cholera 
outbreak has compounded the situation further and is emblematic of the 
drama that is playing out with the collapse of the economy, a health system 
in ruins and expanding food insecurity. Empirical results on Yemen show 
that the everyday burden of war is of crucial importance to young people. 
Everything else appears secondary to them. Bushra, an 18-year-old from 
Abyen, in the South, shared, 

My personal feeling of security decreased, because we lost security. 
In addition to the spread of unjustified bombings there are de-
liberate murders without any deterrent or punishment. All these 
issues are consequences of the absent state. (YE-1)

Afrah, a 28-year-old from Sana’a, emphasised, ‘As a woman, I feel unsafe 
when I go out because of bombings, conflicts and troubles at the check-
points’ (YE-4). Ahmad, a 17-year-old from Sana’a stressed,

Security decreased because corruption spread in all institutions, 
in the police and judiciary, and the country conditions became 
worse. The country became insecure even in the mosques, because 
of bombings. The economy is also bad. Factories stopped their 
production because of war, and also export and import activi-
ties were banned. [I] don’t trust people anymore. Everything has 
changed for the worse since 2011 – parties, security, police, and the 
judiciary. (YE-5)

Young people also point to the ever-growing social disintegration and col-
lapse of relationships of solidarity in society. Fatima, a 27-year-old, under-
lined, ‘I don’t trust anybody. These days, everyone behaves badly’ (YE-7). 
Afrah stated, 

The threat of impoverishment is real, as our country suffers from 
crisis and wars. People become more selfish because of poverty and 
the problems they suffer today. People keep the things they have 
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for themselves and never think of others who are in dire need, 
without any solidarity because of the crisis. Wars make people less 
cooperative with each other and forget the social values they used 
to adopt. (YE-4)

Food insecurity in Yemen stands out by virtue of just how many different 
causes are at play: depending on location and situation there is a lack of 
available food, purchasing power-related access issues, combined with a 
failure of the international community to step in and take responsibility. 
These factors are further compounded by the destruction of trading routes 
and agricultural production, the blockade of commercial imports and a 
persistent and long-standing fuel crisis (Mundy 2017). The transition from 
subsistence farming to paid employment as the main source of income 
has made people in Yemen particularly vulnerable to import blockades 
and price rises. They cannot sufficiently provide for themselves any longer. 
Nonetheless, the agricultural sector is still important for the rural popula-
tion. By destroying agricultural infrastructure the war therefore not only 
cripples production, but also leaves whole families without a livelihood and 
therefore access to food. People are being forced to sell their livestock well 
under market prices; in other words they are making rush sales which is 
the forerunner to local famines. In Taiz, a town on the frontline of fight-
ing, food prices have risen dramatically. Khalid, 30 years old, married, and 
dependent financially on his father in Taiz, stated, 

I, as father of one child and an employee without salary, suffer 
from the problem that we don’t find friends or supporters in our 
time of need. They don’t care about your problems at all. They run 
away from you to avoid giving you any help. These days the traders 
particularly become more selfish and egoistic, never even helping 
their friends because of the crisis. We are all in trouble, and the 
country as a whole is suffering from these problems. (YE-9). 

Tahiyah, an 18-year-old woman from Aden, underlined, 

People become more selfish, especially traders, as they keep in-
creasing the prices without any consideration of people’s income 
and salary issues. Therefore, even friends do not help each other 
anymore, to keep themselves away from more losses and to avoid 
poverty and need. (YE-12)
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Conclusion
In a world of increasing uncertainties two forms of security are crucial: 
the provision and guarantee of basic needs; and the absence of violence. 
In the aftermath of the Arab Spring everyday insecurities have expanded 
and different forms of violence, direct and structural forms, combine, one 
exacerbating the other, particularly in situations of complex emergencies 
such as in Syria and in Yemen. Simultaneously the global food system and 
social developments are highly entangled. Places of security and places of 
insecurity are globally interlinked, shaping different spaces of food sover-
eignty, for instance, war and hunger in one place and profits from weapon 
and grain sales in other places. This also includes that retirement savings 
‘here’ (through investment in pension funds) and food insecurity ‘there’ are 
articulated if institutional investors (such as pension funds and banks) are 
enabled to speculate on agricultural commodities and food prices. Insecu-
rities thus develop within different spatialities. Spaces of hunger are loca-
tions in which food insecurity is experienced physically by individuals and 
groups. Causal spaces of hunger unfold in the form of globe-spanning com-
modity and value chains, as well as in short-term assemblages, whose (often 
unintended) consequences of price-building trigger malnutrition and hun-
ger (Gertel 2015). In this sense, they are violent, as they generate irreversible 
social consequences. Those who are affected are, however, not able per se 
to identify the complex causes of war and hunger. While the consequences 
of fighting, displacement or poverty are obvious for everyone, mechanisms 
like the concentration of market power in international trading houses or 
globally active retail chains, economic tactics of banks or sovereign wealth 
funds, as well as financial speculation with food commodities or investment 
strategies of private equity consortia active in financial markets, are difficult 
to detect and sometimes are indeed actively veiled. In Expulsions, Saskia 
Sassen stresses that the ‘forms of knowledge and intelligence we respect 
and admire are often the starting point for long chains of transactions that 
end in simple exclusion’ (Sassen 2014, 7). Such chains of information, with 
fragmented and undefined responsibilities, are thus to be comprehended as 
forms of violence. Exclusion and hunger are (spatialised) outcomes of tech-
no-liberal transformations that generate and enable an anonymous profit 
making in shareholder economies. Analogous to the debate around ‘food 
from nowhere’ versus ‘food from somewhere’ (Campbell 2009) we should 
therefore focus on sounding out the so-far unknown spaces of the complex 
causes of price increases and food insecurity. This will include widening 
our gaze beyond the on-the-ground spaces of hunger, to rather include the 
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causal spaces manifest in global chains of transaction and price formation. 
It is only then that we can begin to analyse and talk about empowerment of 
the young generation. Sabr, a young man from Palestine, remarked, 

Everyone is preoccupied with earning income. This is what the 
government wants. People are tied down by loan checks and pov-
erty. They want the people to think all the time about how to pay 
instalments and not to think about politics or other things. When 
people earn income, they start thinking about why things are diffi-
cult and start thinking about change. (PS-6)
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Mobility, Migration, and Flight

Jörg Gertel & Ann-Christin Wagner

We are living in an age of ‘mobilities’ (Urry 2000), characterised by 
an accelerated movement of people, commodities, information, and images 
across international boarders. The MENA region represents a central node 
within a network of global connections. However, little is known about 
how young people in the region conceive of mobility, and how migration 
and flight affect them. The protest movements of the Arab Spring and sub-
sequent war-driven large-scale displacements in Libya and Syria have drawn 
attention to population movements towards Europe. However, in contrast 
to migration across the Mediterranean and along the Balkan route, mobil-
ity schemes within the Arab world, including to the Gulf, as well as circular 
labour migration in neighbouring countries, have largely gone unreported. 
This has resulted in a distorted representation of migration patterns in the 
Middle East and North Africa in academic research and policymaking (Far-
gues 2017). We are thus convinced that it is crucial to give voice to youth 
and young adults from the region, to potential migrants and stayers. 

In this chapter, we will investigate different aspects relevant to Arab 
youth’s migration decisions. We will discuss how mobility is linked to the 
contextual setting of personal experiences, and how going abroad becomes 
part of moving on with one’s life. The data reveal that only a remarkably small 
number of young Arabs intend to migrate, a surprising find against the back-
drop of the multiple crises they are experiencing. Mobility, we find, is a much 
more complex project as might be expected; it depends on multiple predis-
positions, resource pooling strategies within kin and social networks, and 
often on collective selection processes aimed at identifying the most suitable 
migrant among potential candidates (Gertel and Sippel 2014). To situate our 
findings, we will start with some reflections about migration theory. Subse-
quently, the survey data will speak for themselves: first, about young people’s 
flexibility to change their current situation; and second, about their reasons 
and determination to migrate. In the final part, we will provide a close-up on 
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Syrian refugees in Lebanon, taking their case as an example of how displace-
ment affects young people in the countries under scrutiny.

Which Mobility Are We Talking About?
For a long time, despite frequent obstacles, movements between the south-
ern and the northern shores of the Mediterranean were far from impossible. 
It was only after the Schengen agreement in 1995, which erected ‘Fortress 
Europe’, that young people in the Global South were hindered from moving 
northward. Almost simultaneously, however, the introduction of the inter-
net led to the inception of a new social space; social interactions became 
increasingly decoupled from co-presence in time and space. At least tempo-
rarily, virtual emigrations suspended existing restrictions on spatial mobility 
(Braune 2011). By way of illustration, online chat rooms presented opportu-
nities for communicating across gender, national, and linguistic boundaries. 
Virtual mobility, however, feeds back into offline reality and may fuel real-
life migration aspirations. Mariam, a 25-year-old woman from Cairo, pointed 
out,

Today internet is vital. Compared to the past, we now receive 
news online of the country, whether there is work or about other 
people. We can easily find information about travelling and many 
other things. That makes life much easier. It also comes with new 
opportunities for going abroad. (EG-10)

What is more, virtual spaces allow glimpses into different worlds, even to 
those with hardly any formal education. Ahmed, a 20-year-old electrician 
from Mahala, Egypt, who only attended primary school, explained what 
sparked his interest in finding work abroad:

I used to go to an internet café. On the internet I meet people my 
age from Egypt and from other countries, like the US . . . I don’t 
mean that I feel I am less ‘worthy’, but I feel that they have better 
opportunities than we do here. (EG-8)

In order to capture the multiple forms of spatial and social mobility and 
to integrate virtual mobility and flexible forms of identity formation, we 
suggest conceiving of mobilities in the plural, taking the ‘mobility turn’ in 
social sciences as a point of departure. Importantly, human mobilities are 
embedded into the wider circulation of goods, money, technology, and 
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ideas, all of which contribute to shaping uneven movements of individuals 
and entire populations. Much attention has been paid to the role of social 
difference, ethnicity, gender, and religion in determining migration. Van 
Hear (2014) suggests shifting the focus to the material conditions of socio-
economic standing as the latter shapes not only migration outcomes, but 
also the migration process itself, i.e. decision-making processes, trajectories 
and destinations. Van Hear focuses on a specific demographic known to 
engage extensively in global migration: educated but underemployed youth, 
for whom ‘migration is often seen as – and can be – a means of moving 
out of the precariat, but migrants often find themselves stuck in it in host 
countries, experiencing insecurity in life and livelihoods’ (ibid.: 115). Thus, 
mobility is not inherently tied to poverty; rather, as the Syrian refugee cri-
sis reveals, the most destitute are those stuck back home with no means 
to flee. Hence, displacement can be experienced as decoupled from actual  237

Table 10.1 Flexibility – Characteristics

All Gender Age Household

n=9,000 Aver-
age

Male Fe-
male

16–20 21–25 26–30 Pa-
rents

Own

Accept work in rural space, home country 49 55 43 49 51 47 50 45

Accept work in rural space, European country 35 43 27 36 37 33 38 27

Accept work in rural space, Arab country 33 40 24 33 33 31 34 29

Accept work below qualifi cation 32 36 27 31 32 32 31 31

Leave family for qualifi cation 39 48 30 40 43 34 43 28

Leave family even if you risk life 18 23 14 18 20 18 20 15

Marry somebody from class above 38 36 40 41 38 32 41 28

Marry somebody from class below 32 37 26 34 33 29 34 26

Marry somebody from different religion 15 20 10 15 16 14 16 12

Marry somebody older 13 14 12 11 14 14 13 12

Flexibility Index: ‘High’ (Ø 25 %) 25 32 18 25 27 23 27 19

Question ‘In order to change your current situation, would you be ready …?’ Here: ‘Agree & Rather agree’.

Five answer options Disagree; Rather disagree; Not sure; Rather Agree; Agree.

Questions 3, 4, 14, 181, Flexibility Index.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Household = Parents (interviewees live with their 
parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household). ø = average. | We calculated a Flexibility Index 
based on scenarios that queried three categories of forced social mobility: to leave the family; to accept unknown or 
adverse working conditions; to marry into a diff erent group. Between one point (‘Disagree’) and five points (‘Agree’) 
could be achieved per item (question). We calculated averages for each item assigning them to the three categories 
(family, work, marriage) and computed averages per category that were then assembled in one average value per 
person. Finally, we used the distribution of all individual scores to divide the whole sample into four equal groups 
(quartiles). The highest quartile (‘High’) with the highest average values (the most flexible persons) scored three points 
at least, matching the answers from ‘Not sure’ to ‘Agree’.
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movement in space, with disrupted mobility leading to ‘displacement in 
space’ and forceful immobilisation (Lubkemann 2008). In a similar vein, 
De Haas (2014) suggests reframing ‘human mobility as people’s capabil-
ity (freedom) to choose where to live’ (ibid.: 4). Reconsidering migratory 
agency as the choice between moving or staying allows to overcome arti-
ficial distinctions between push and pull factors or voluntary and forced 
migration.

Tough Choices: Do Youth in the MENA Region Want to Live Different 
Lives?
Individual predisposition towards mobility is related to the preparedness to 
accept certain life changes. To explore young people’s degree of flexibility, 
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Table 10.2 Flexibility – Countries

n=9,000 Mo-
rocco

Jor-
dan

Tuni-
sia

Egypt Syr-
iaª)

Bah-
rain

Leba-
non

Ye-
men

Pales-
tine

Accept work in rural space, 
home country

41 55 57 25 47 34 44 63 67

Accept work in rural space, 
European country

40 40 54 31 38 30 32 24 26

Accept work in rural space, 
Arab country

30 47 40 22 39 24 18 40 33

Accept work below qualifi ca-
tion

31 39 35 26 40 24 16 44 29

Leave family for qualifi cation 44 43 55 34 23 43 35 37 28

Leave family even if you risk 
life

32 19 20 18 14 24 14 17 10

Marry somebody from class 
above

45 42 40 36 31 34 33 47 30

Marry somebody from class 
below

36 37 36 31 23 31 24 46 29

Marry somebody from differ-
ent religion

29 19 17 11 10 16 18  8  8

Marry somebody older 24 17  9 14  9 14  9 14  6

Flexibility Index:

‘High’ (Ø 25 %) 42 30 26 23 22 26 20 20 15

‘Relatively high’ & ‘High’ 
(Ø 50 %)

63 56 54 51 51 49 43 40 35

Question ‘In order to change your current situation, would you be ready …?’ Here: ‘Agree’ & ‘Rather Agree’.

Five answer options Disagree; Rather disagree; Not sure; Rather Agree; Agree.

Questions 3, 181, Flexibility Index (see Table 10.1).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent the highest score per row. 
ø = average. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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we scrutinise three types of potential scenarios: informants’ willingness 
to marry into another group; leaving one’s parents to receive professional 
trainings; and accepting unfavourable living conditions to earn money 
(Table 10.1). Before considering each of these categories, though, it is worth 
noting that migration is not the most daring endeavour youth can imag-
ine. Rather, certain types of marital choices seem to be the hardest. In fact, 
respondents are even less willing to marry an older person or someone from 
a different religious group than putting their lives at risk during migration.

Out of group marriage
Regarding marital arrangements, who appears to be an acceptable spouse 
says much about the porosity, or impermeability, of social boundaries one 
faces when navigating social space. As outlined above, most young people 
rule out getting married to partners from a different religion or partners sig-
nificantly older than themselves, while marriage beyond one’s class bound-
aries appears to be more acceptable. The fact that women appear much less 
willing to marry a partner from a different religion in order to change their 
current situation might be attributed to the particular nature of interfaith 
marriages, making them more permissible for men. In fact, one third of 
all interviewees, especially men, would agree or rather agree to marrying a 
partner from a lower social class. However, both sexes consider marrying up 
more desirable. There are, however, considerable differences between indi-
vidual countries, for instance, Yemen and Lebanon (Table 10.2).

Leaving home1

Obtaining professional qualifications appears to be an acceptable motive 
(at least in some countries) for leaving loved ones behind – more than one 
third of all informants would do so; they ‘agree’ or ‘rather agree’ to this 
idea. However, qualitative interviews confirm that respondents do not take 
migration lightly; rather, they are torn between the desire to continue their 
lives among family and friends and make a meaningful contribution to 
their home countries, and find a way out of the professional impasse they 
are stuck in. Hamza, a 25-year-old student from Settat, Morocco, found 
powerful words to express the dilemma labour migrants find themselves in: 

1. In order to offer a more comprehensive picture in this and the following paragraph, in a few 
cases the perspective of those who “Disagree” and “Rather disagree” is taken, while Tables 10.1 
and 10.2 represent those who “Agree” and “Rather agree” . Given that the option “Not sure” is 
not further specified here, some trends in the text and in the figures may thus appear contradic-
tory. 
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‘You may not find a job in your country, and you may work abroad, then you 
will live abroad, far from your family and far from your friends, you will live 
in another world’ (ma-7). By way of contrast, almost half of all respondents 
disagree with ‘leaving home even if you risk your life’, a tendency even more 
pronounced for young Yemenis. This might reflect their survival strategies 
in times of war.

Accepting unappealing work
Half of the youth surveyed would be willing (‘agree’ or ‘rather agree’) to work 
in rural regions of their own countries, but also, to a lesser degree, in other 
Arab countries and in Europe (about one-third each). High approval rates 
of young Moroccans and Tunisians for rural work in Europe seem to reflect 
longstanding menial labour migration of North Africans to the Mediterra-
nean shores of Southern and Western Europe (Gertel and Sippel 2014). Yet, 
more generally, working in farming abroad does not appeal to many, with 
almost half of the respondents unwilling to engage in agricultural labour 
in other Arab countries and Europe (‘disagree’ or ‘rather disagree’). Finally, 
about half of the informants are unwilling to accept employment that does 
not match their professional qualifications, a number slightly lower for 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon and young Moroccans. Note that most young 
Syrians are excluded from the formal labour market in Lebanon, and often 
pushed into exploitative and menial labour, a finding we will come back to 
in the final part of this chapter.

To obtain a comprehensive picture about young people’s preparedness 
to accept life changes, we calculated a Flexibility Index, merging the three 
categories of social mobility: family, work, and marriage. Regarding young 
people’s overall flexibility in accepting adverse life choices, different groups 
emerge, that become manifest at the national level. On average, young 
Moroccans and Jordanians appear to be the most flexible. No significant 
differences appear across age groups, but results are highly gendered, with 
women proving to be less flexible, indicating greater social constraints on 
women’s life choices. Young single males with financial resources from their 
own labour-based income turn out to be the most flexible. However, one 
should ask how these predispositions relate to actual migration aspirations.

Young Arabs’ Mobility Attitudes and Migration Experiences
To answer this question, we will now turn to mobility attitudes and ambi-
tions of leaving one’s country of origin. If young Arab people had had to 
emigrate to Europe in summer 2016 (after the closure of the Balkan route), 
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which countries would they have considered primary targets? Four countries 
stand out: Germany, France, Sweden, and the United Kingdom (Table 10.3). 
While Syrian refugees’ preferences reflect current patterns of refugee flows 
(major destinations are Sweden and Germany), preferences are also linked 
to longstanding post-colonial and linguistic ties. For example, most young 
Tunisians and Moroccans would prefer to live in France. But who does this 
apply to – is everybody ready to leave home? In this chapter, we will investi-
gate four aspects of migration: the number of respondents intent on migrat-
ing; linkages between personal migration aspirations and earlier experiences 
of living abroad; migration experiences of relatives and in one’s wider social 
network. Finally, we will link the desire of emigration to individual predis-
positions, such as socioeconomic status and personal flexibility. 

To start with, more than half of the surveyed youth, with the exception 
of Tunisians, categorically rule out the option of migration for themselves; 
between 48 and 71 percent, depending on the country, underline that they 
are ‘definitely not emigrating’. While about one-third express a more or less 
serious interest in emigration – 13 percent ‘sometimes play with the idea’, and 
another 22 percent ‘would like to emigrate’ – very few are determined to go 
abroad (7 percent, ‘I am sure that I will emigrate’) (Table 10.4). How do we 
explain the respondents’ surprisingly little interest in migration? Overall, 
women are more adamant about staying at home (65 percent versus 51 per-
cent of men), whereas men are more likely to toy with the idea of emigrating 
(15 percent versus 11 percent for women), findings one might interpret in 
the light of additional obstacles to female freedom of movement. Placing 
migration aspirations in conversation with various other factors, including 
migration experiences within the family, personal predisposition for change 
as well as social class background, reveals a more nuanced picture.

First, few young people have experienced migration themselves, with 
fewer than 10 percent having lived outside their home countries through-
out their lives. Moreover, previous migration experiences are circumscribed 
within the Arab world, with most respondents having resided in the Gulf 
and other Arab countries. In particular, Syrian refugees in Lebanon are 
much more likely to have previously lived abroad, testimony to long-stand-
ing circular labour migration of Syrian menial workers to Lebanon, Jordan, 
and the Gulf before the Syrian civil war (Chalcraft 2008). Nevertheless, the 
recent generation of young people from countries with strong historical 
and linguistic ties to Europe such as Lebanon, Morocco, and Tunisia, are 
not more likely to have spent time on the other side of the Mediterranean.
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Table 10.3 Migration Experiences – Countries

n= 9,000 Mo-
rocco

Tuni-
sia

Egypt Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Leba-
non

Ye-
men

Bah-
rain

Syr-
iaª)

Emigration: 
Personal conviction

 – (a) Definitely not 63 40 62 56 71 55 71 55 48

 – (b) Played with the idea 19 11 16  2 12 19  8 22 10

 – (c) I would like to 16 40 19 16 15 21 19 21 32

 – (d) I am sure I will  3  8  3 27  2  5  2  2 10

Target country (b/c/d; 
n=3,801)

 • Germany 24 42 15 32 41 38 15 18 48

 • France 30 52 20 32 28 36 17 13 16

 • Sweden 10  8 14 23 45 30  9 10 54

Respondent: Contact
with asylum seekers

 8 19  6 10  8 13  6  1  8

Respondent: Lived
outside home country

 2  5  3 10  8  9  6  1 21

Family member migrated 14 41 12 12 14 41 16 10 20

 – Importance for you: ‘yes’ 41 49 43 45 56 39 61 27 56

Emigration & Strata 
(c/d; n=2,612)

 – Lowest stratum 17 47 21 39 17 44 18  0 44
 – Lower-middle stratum 17 46 19 40 21 25 18 (2) 27
 – Middle stratum 18 44 21 44 15 27 23  9 (13)
 – Higher-middle stratum 20 57 29 46 17 22 33 24 (3)
 – Highest stratum 28 58 20 42 17 32 32 25 (0)

Questions 3, 171, 173, 175, 176, 177, 178, 179, 180, Strata Index (see Chapter 2 and Appendix).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures represent the highest score per row. 
Figures in brackets represent single cases. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.

Emigration: Personal conviction (Question 179) = ‘What would best describe your situation?’
 (a) Definitely not = ‘I am definitely not emigrating’ (58 %)
 (b) Played with the idea = ‘I sometimes played with the idea of emigrating’ (13 %)
 (c) I would like to = ‘I would like to emigrate’ (22 %)
 (d) I am sure I will = ‘I am sure that I will emigrate’ (7 %)
Target Country (Question 180; if Question 179 = b–d) = ‘Recently, a lot of people are on their way to Europe. If you were 
to emigrate, what would be your preferred target countries?’ (Multiple answers).
Respondent: Contact with asylum seekers (Question 177) = ‘Have you been in contact (by phone, SMS, Skype) with 
somebody who is trying to find a job or asylum in Europe within the last three months?’ (Yes = 9 %): If ‘Yes’ (Question 178): 
‘If yes, who have you been in contact with?’: Family (49 %), Friends (57 %), Neighbours ( 5%), Others (6 %).
Respondent: Lived outside home country (Question 171) = ‘Have you ever lived outside your own country?’ (‘Yes’, n=630).
Family member migrated (Question 173) = ‘Is there somebody in your family who migrated to a foreign country?’ (‘Yes’, 
n=1,765). If ‘Yes’: Importance for you (Question 175): ‘Is this emigration of any importance to you?’ (‘Yes’, n=822).
Emigration & Strata: Two options are included: (c) ‘I would like to emigrate’ (22 %) & (d) ‘I am sure that I will emigrate’ 
(7 %), and their distribution in relation to social strata is analysed.
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Second, respondents are more familiar with migration through relatives 
who have been abroad, with one fifth stating that a family member has 
migrated to another country in the past. Again, young people from Tunisia 
and Lebanon stick out in that almost half of all people surveyed report the 
existence of migrants among their loved ones. Regarding travel destinations 
of their relatives, a more diverse pattern emerges than for young people them-
selves. While the Gulf and other Arab countries have welcomed respondents’ 
family members, other major destinations include Europe, the US and Can-
ada. Again, countries like Morocco and Tunisia are noticeable in that young 
nationals of these countries themselves, but also their family members have 
overwhelmingly migrated to Europe in the past. Significantly, migration 
experiences within one’s own family (overall, this concerns 20 percent of 
the respondents) appear to have resonated with young respondents, almost 
half of them confirm that a relative’s migration has been important to them 
personally. However, young people from this group also have ambivalent 
feelings about the ways in which a loved one’s migration has affected them 
in the past (Table 10.4). While a quarter of the respondents acknowledge 
having benefited from remittances sent back home (28 percent), and almost 
equal numbers became fascinated by the idea of living in a foreign country 
and their desire to emigrate grew (30 percent), still others consider a loved 
one’s departure a personal loss (22 percent) or even express strict reserva-
tions about emigration (with 14 percent indicating that relatives’ migration 
experiences have discouraged them from aspiring to emigration themselves). 
While male and female respondents have been equally affected by migration 
within their own families, women seem to perceive this contradiction more 
acutely, indicating having benefited more from money sent back (33 percent 
versus 24 percent for men), but also feeling the personal loss of a loved one 
more sharply (26 percent versus 18 percent for men). 

Third, however, respondents seem to reflect on migratory movements 
beyond the immediate past, as 9 percent of young people have been in touch 
by phone or Skype with people seeking employment or asylum in Europe 
within the last three months (reference May/June 2016). If so, they have 
mostly been communicating with family members (49 percent) and friends 
(57 percent), which hints at the importance of experiences abroad of not 
only relatives, but also within wider social networks, for shaping one’s own 
migration plans. Nevertheless, contact with refugees and asylum seekers can 
also have other, adverse effects. In interviews conducted with young people 
from Lebanon and Jordan, both among the neighbouring countries of Syria 
most affected by the influx of refugees, young people utter a sentiment of 
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being ‘displaced at home’, often linked to the perception of being replaced 
in the labour market by cheaper foreign workers, and of increasing costs 
of living. A 30-year-old female from Amman, herself highly educated and 
working in media and education, deplored, 
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Table 10.4 Migration Experiences – Characteristics

All Gender Age Household

n=9,000 Average Male Fe-
male

16–20 21–25 26–30 Pa-
rents

Own

Emigration: Personal conviction

 – (a) Definitely not 58 51 65 57 55 62 55 66

 – (b) Played with the idea 13 15 11 14 15 12 15  9

 – (c) I would like to 22 26 18 24 23 20 24 18

 – (d) I am sure I will  7  8  5  7  7  6  7  7

Respondent: Lived outside 
home country

 7  8  6  5  7 10  5 11

Family member migrated 
(Yes = 1,765)

20 20 20 19 20 20 20 18

Of importance for you (Yes = 822) 47 52 48 46 45 48 46 49

If ‘Yes’:

 – Personal loss (Yes = 181) 22 18 26 13 23 25 18 27

 – Profited from money 28 24 33 30 26 23 28 21

 – Emigration not a goal 14 14 14 14 11 14 13 13

 – Wish for emigration grew 30 35 24 33 23 27 31 20

 – Feelings mixed up 21 23 19 19 20 20 18 24

Respondent: Contact with 
asylum seekers

 9 11  7  8 10  9  9  8

Questions 3, 4, 14, 171, 173, 175, 176, 177, 179.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Bold figures represent percentages referring to 
the whole sample (n=9,000). Household = Parents (interviewees live with their parents); Household = Own (interview-
ees live in their own household).

Emigration: Personal situation (Question 179) = ‘What would best describe your situation?’
 (a) Definitely not = ‘I am definitely not emigrating’ (58 %).
 (b) Played with the idea = ‘I sometimes played with the idea of emigrating’ (13 %).
 (c) I would like to = ‘I would like to emigrate’ (22 %).
 (d) I am sure I will = ‘I am sure that I will emigrate’ (7 %).
Respondent: Lived outside home country (Question 171) = ‘Have you ever lived outside your own country?’ (‘Yes’).
Family member migrated (Question 173) = ‘Is there somebody in your family who migrated to a foreign country?’ (‘Yes’). 
If ‘Yes’: Of importance for you (Question 175) = ‘Is this emigration of any importance to you?’ (‘Yes’).
If ‘Yes’ (Question 176) = ‘Which of the following statements best reflects your opinion?’ (Multiple answers).

 – Personal loss = ‘I consider it as a loss for my personal life’;
 – Profited from money = ‘I profit from the money he/she is sending to us’;
 – Emigration not a goal = ‘I learned from his/her experiences abroad and decided that emigration is not a goal for me’;
 – Wish for emigration grew = ‘I am fascinated by the idea of living in a foreign country, and my wish to emigrate has grown’;
 – Feelings mixed up = ‘My feelings about emigration started to get mixed up.’

Respondent: Contact with asylum seekers (Question 177) = ‘Have you been in contact (by phone, SMS, Skype) with 
somebody who is trying to find a job or asylum in Europe within the last three months?’ (‘Yes’).
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I am a refugee and poor in my own country, and instead of sup-
porting the youth and employing them the state only promotes 
the employment of people from other nationalities. (JO-7)

Fourth, social class also plays a role in determining mobility potential. 
Overall, there seems to be a tendency for young Arabs from wealthier social 
strata to be more in favour of personal migration, a trend most pronounced 
for respondents from Morocco, Tunisia, Yemen, and Bahrain (Table 10.3). 
One might infer that, given the considerable costs that migration incurs, 
better-off informants perceive themselves to be in a better position to 
go abroad. In addition, while migration for employment or educational 
purposes seems acceptable to many Arab youth, a complementary picture 
emerges from the qualitative interviews. In fact, while finding work abroad 
is certainly the main motive for many youngsters, one should not ignore 
other migration motives, including wanderlust. As a 20-year-old female 
university student from Casablanca put it,

I wish I could tour the world to explore the world. I have a pho-
tography hobby. I like to photograph places, I toured Morocco 
with my parents from south to north. (MA-10)

Yet, the interviews also reveal that leisure travelling is reserved for certain 
better-off social strata, and also highly gendered. In societies with restrictive 
gender norms and limited freedom of movement, it seems to be more per-
missible for young men.

In sum, earlier migration experiences within one’s family make one less 
likely to refuse migration categorically and more likely to envision migra-
tion oneself (see Table 10.5), a tendency that holds true for both men and 
women. Personal predisposition for change also moulds migration aspira-
tions. Informants who score low on the Flexibility Index are more intent on 
staying and less likely to imagine themselves as migrants, a tendency again 
mediated by previous migration experiences within the family. Overall, 
highly flexible respondents, mostly young men aged 20–25, who have been 
exposed to migration experiences and narratives through relatives, are most 
likely to consider migration for themselves.

From Way Out to Impasse: Syrian Refugees in Lebanon
In the final part of this chapter, we will provide a close-up on Syrian 
youth’s situation in Lebanon, illustrating the motives that steer and shape 
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war-induced flight and onward migration. In contrast to migration in all 
of its different facets, flight often implies a previous threat to life, includ-
ing losses of family members and property, serious cuts to the resource 
structure of households, and unplanned, frequently forced mobility; in 
short, flight has to be considered in the continuity of insecurity and vul-
nerability back home. In 2016, one out of five individuals in Lebanon is 
a Syrian, making Lebanon the country proportionally most affected by 
the influx of populations displaced during the Syrian civil war. Lebanon 
opened its borders to the displaced as early as April 2011. By January 2015, 
almost 1.2 million Syrian refugees had been registered with the UNHCR, 
the United Nation’s refugee agency, in Lebanon. Notably, the UNHCR has 
been operating on the ground under the umbrella of a 2003 Memoran-
dum of Understanding, as Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 Geneva 
convention on refugees, putting Syrians in the country ‘in a grey area 
between “alien”, “displaced” and “de facto refugee”’ (Dionigi 2016: 23). In 
the absence of formal refugee camps, Syrians have self-settled in urban and 
rural communities. Informal tent settlements, especially in the Bekaa Val-
ley, are abundant. However, Lebanon, a state with a fragile governance sys-
tem, political and sectarian strife, and an underdeveloped infrastructure, 
was badly equipped to handle the massive arrival of the displaced. Only 
in October 2016 did the election of a new president, Michael Aoun, end a 
two-year political vacuum. What is more, Lebanon and Syria have histor-
ically enjoyed a rather strenuous relationship, including a 29-year military 
presence of Syrian troops on Lebanese territory from 1976 to 2005, and 
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Table 10.5 Migration Dispositions

Flexibility Index Low Low Rather 
low

Rather 
low

Rather 
high

Rather 
high

High High All

n=9,000 M M M M

Emigration: Personal convition

 – (a) I am definitely not emigrating 82 67 69 42 53 28 44 22 58

 – (b) I sometimes played with the 
idea

 6 12 10 18 15 21 17 21 13

 – (c) I would like to emigrate  9 16 16 30 26 38 28 47 22

 – (d) I am sure that I will emigrate  2  5  4  9  7 14 11 11  7

Questions 173, 179, Flexibility Index (see Table 10.1).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Bold figures are at or above the arithmetic mean. 
M = Family Migration Experience. The Flexibility Index covers 98 percent of the sample and is based on four categories 
(‘Low’, ‘Rather low’, ‘Rather high’, ‘High’). ‘High’ indicates that the respondent shows a high level of personal flexibility 
in terms of the three categories (family, work, marriage; see Table 10.1).
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strong ties between various political factions in Lebanon and the Syrian 
Baathist regime. Yet, what is often overlooked is the longstanding presence 
of Syrian migrant workers – estimated to number between 500,000 and 
a million labourers – on Lebanese territory before the war. It is also note-
worthy, though, that Lebanon’s open border policy encouraged frequent 
travel and going back and forth. 

Since late 2012, the Syrian civil war has increasingly threatened to spill 
over into the neighbouring country. Consequently, Syrian refugees in Leb-
anon came to be perceived as a threat to security as well as social, economic, 
and political stability in the country. While the Lebanese government had 
begun to register Syrian refugees in January 2013, two years later, it put 
an end to open-border policies and free movement, subjecting Syrians to 
new, and much tougher, visa restrictions. Shortly thereafter, in May 2015, 
the UNHCR had to suspend registration at the request of the Lebanese 
government. There are, therefore, no UNHCR statistics on the number of 
Syrians residing in Lebanon available for the most recent period. The mul-
tiplication of visa categories, the hardening of application criteria and the 
introduction of a 200USD fee for the annual renewal of residence permits 
put legal residency out of reach for the majority of Syrians in the country, 
pushing more than 70 percent of the refugee population into irregularity 
( Janmyr 2016). Moreover, Syrians registered with the UNHCR also had to 
sign a pledge not to work.

Circumstances of Syrians’ flight
We will now turn to the ways in which young Syrians experience displace-
ment to Lebanon. Given the current political situation in Lebanon and the 
limited nature of this dataset, the survey results should not be considered 
representative. They reflect the situation of 1,000 interviewees in 2016, 
depicting a detailed picture of a population displaced by war and having 
suffered considerable material losses. The data show that three-quarters of 
Syrian respondents left their home country during the first three years of the 
Syrian civil war, i.e. between 2011 and 2013. Most young people abandoned 
Syria in a rush, without having time to prepare (Table 10.6). Causes of Syri-
ans’ flight include fighting, poverty, material damage, and risks to one’s life 
and the lives of loved ones: a large majority of respondents state that they left 
home due to violent attacks and fighting, but also when sources of income 
and other resources became scarce, particularly with regard to food short-
age, and also when homes were destroyed. War-induced destruction and 
precarity as main reasons for flight resonate with Syrians’ statements about 



Mobility, Migration, and Flight | 211 

the considerable material 
losses they incurred: more 
than three-quarters of the 
households surveyed lost 
property, mostly houses and 
machines, and, to a lesser 
extent, cars, valuables, and 
land. Moreover, although 
less than one-tenth of 
respondents lost family 
members during the flight, 
many experienced imme-
diate threats to their lives, 
including fears of being kid-
napped and medical emer-
gencies. Significantly, for 
those who lost family mem-
bers during the flight, about 
half of them lost a brother, 
testimony to the precari-
ous situation of younger 
men during war time, often 
overlooked during emer-
gency responses focused 
on displaced women and 
children. In particular, fear 
of forced recruitment drove 
male Syrians into exile. 

Family reunifications 
are crucial: the large major-
ity of respondents left Syria 
to follow their loved ones 
and reunite with family 
members abroad. Many 
household members fled 
together (Table 10.7). 
While very few Syrian 
youth arrived in Lebanon 
on their own or in the 

 242

Table 10.6 Syrian Ref. in Lebanon: Characteristics

All

n=1,000 Percent

Flight: Prepared or sudden

 – Prepared 14
 – Unprepared 86

Reasons for the escape

 – No income available and no resources left 87
 – I had to leave with my family 85
 – Fear of being kidnapped 82
 – Immediate threat to life 81
 – Nothing left  to eat, suff ering hunger 79
 – Uniting with family members 77
 – No prospects over there 77
 – House / Apartment was destroyed 75
 – Avoiding forced recruitment 68
 – Medical emergency 67

Has your household lost property? If yes a:   85 a

 – House 91
 – Machinery 41
 – Car 26
 – Valuables 21
 – Land 20
 – Animals  9

Conditions to return home

 – Ceasefire in my local region 91
 – A comprehensive peace 92
 – Disarmament of war parties 90
 – A stable government 87
 – A new political system 81
 – Restoration of infrastructure 88
 – Economic recovery in home country 89
 – Truth commission for reconciliation 85
 – Compensation for lost property 88
 – Amnesty for war crimes 80

Questions 192, 193, 194, 195, 202.

Note Rounding errors can occur. | a About 6 per cent do not 
know if they lost property, these cases have been excluded from 
the calculation.

Reasons for the escape (Question 192) ‘For yourself, what 
were the ultimate reasons to leave from your home?’ Five options 
to answer – here: ‘Strongly agree’ and ‘Agree’.

Conditions to return home (Question 202) ‘What would be the 
necessary conditions for returning back home?’ Five options to 
answer – here: ‘Very important’ and ‘Rather important’.
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company of more distant relatives or non-related others, most were accom-
panied by a spouse, parents, siblings, and children. However, displacement 
also tears families apart; about one-third left family members behind in 
Syria, and for two-thirds of Syrians, the entire family was reunited in exile. 
In one-quarter of all cases families were dispersed across different countries. 
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Table 10.7 Syrian Refugees in Lebanon – Recent Situation

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–
20

21–
25

26–
30

Par-
ents

Own Other

n=1,000 50 50 31 25 44 35 57 8

Mobility sequence

 – Entire family left  at once 67 64 70 70 67 64 76 66 37

 – All are gone, but individually  7  6  7  5  8  7  8  5  7

 – Some are still at home 27 30 23 25 25 29 16 29 56

Composition of the group that escaped (multiple 
answers)

 – Alone  9 18  1  9 12  8  3 10 31

 – Husband / Wife 48 39 57 16 45 72  8 76 21

 – Father 37 41 33 63 35 20 76 16 18

 – Mother 41 43 39 71 39 22 84 18 22

 – Brother 42 46 37 66 41 25 79 21 29

 – Sister 39 41 37 64 42 20 77 16 38

 – Children 44 32 56 11 40 69 12 66 22

 – Other  4  3  4  5  4  3  4  3  7

Family status: recent situation

 – Family together in one place 64 63 66 66 67 61 73 63 39

 – Family in one country but in diff erent places 11 10 12 10 12 11 10 11 10

 – Family lives in diff erent countries 25 28 22 24 21 28 17 26 51

Mobility status

 – Permanently here 96 95 97 98 96 94 97 95 93

 – Sometimes back  4  5  2  1  4  5  2  4  7

 – Back frequently  1  1  1  1  0  1  0  1  0

Questions 3, 4, 14, 186, 187, 189, 190.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Household = Parents (interview-
ees live with their parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household).

Mobility Sequence (Question 189) ‘Could you tell us something about the diff erent steps concern-
ing this experience?’ [Flight]. ‘Please, indicate the situation that fits best.’ Entire family left  at once = 
‘The entire family (usra) left  together at once’; All are gone, but individually = ‘All are gone now, but 

the family members left  individually in diff erent 
periods’; Some are still at home = ‘Some family 
members are still at home’.
Composition of the group that escaped (Ques-
tion 187) ‘Did other members of your family also 
come with you?’
Mobility Status (Question 186) ‘Did you leave 
for good or are you still going back?’
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Finally, imaginations of one’s 
future also come into play, with 
three-quarters of young Syrians 
affirming that they left Syria 
because they could not imagine 
a future for themselves in their 
home country.

Legal limbo in Lebanon
Syrians’ legal situation in Leb-
anese exile is ambivalent, and 
survey data confirm the broader 
picture of the precarious res-
idency status sketched above. 
Only one-third of respondents 
claim to have proper visa, while 
13 percent are not registered at 
all. In providing documenta-
tion, the humanitarian sector 
emerges as the most important 
factor, with 43 percent of Syri-
ans registered with the UNHCR 
(and another 3 percent of Syrian 
Palestinians with the United 
Nations Works and Relief 
Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East), while only 11 
percent are registered with the 
host country. However, legal 
status is of crucial importance to 
accessing the formal labour mar-
ket. Here, survey results reflect 
the huge grey zone in which 
young Syrian workers find 

themselves in Lebanon. Overall, 62 percent of young Syrians surveyed, with 
various types of residency permits, indicate that, according to their own 
perception, they are allowed to work in the host country; yet, for another 
26 percent, employment, while irregular, is tolerated. Twelve percent of all 
respondents are not allowed to work. Most respondents who have a proper 
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work permit – all in all, approx. three-quarters of the entire sample – hold a 
visa (37 percent) or are registered with the UNHCR (38 percent); the chance 
of having a work permit decreases rapidly for young people with other types 
of residency status. In turn, this situation results in multiple insecurities: by 
way of illustration, Syrians registered with the UNHCR are legally banned 
from working. Legal limbo also gives rise to the disruption of educational 
careers, combined with informal and insecure labour, which in turn leads 
to lower incomes and high aid dependency, exposing refugees to poverty 
and hunger.

Return – under the right conditions
For the time being, there is little doubt that Syrians’ current displacement 
has acquired a permanent nature, as the overwhelming majority of respon-
dents do not return to Syria anymore. Yet, what emerges from the qualita-
tive interviews is Syrians’ ardent desire to return to their home country to 
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Table 10.8 Syrian Refugees in Lebanon – Scenarios

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–
20

21–
25

26–
30

Pa-
rents

Own Other

n=1,000 50 50 31 25 44 35 57  8

Lebanon: To get married as you wish 50 59 39 66 51 33 63 31 65

Europe: To get married as you wish 46 55 34 60 49 29 58 27 70

Lebanon: To fi nd a good job 69 81 57 74 70 65 69 68 78

Europe: To fi nd a good job 66 80 51 71 67 61 68 62 81

Lebanon: To complete your studies 27 26 28 29 29 25 30 25 28

Europe: To complete your studies 37 37 37 41 39 33 40 35 37

Lebanon: To develop necessary skills 67 72 62 71 72 61 69 65 71

Europe: To develop necessary skills 70 76 63 78 70 63 74 68 68

Lebanon: To own a place to live 53 57 49 53 55 52 51 54 57

Europe: To own a place to live 59 62 56 65 61 54 57 59 65

Lebanon: To live together with your family 90 88 91 93 87 89 88 91 88

Europe: To live together with your family 80 76 84 83 80 77 78 82 71

Question ‘Please estimate the chances concerning your life within the next five years for two scenarios.’ 
(Options to answer: Very likely; Likely; Unlikely; Impossible).

A) ‘If you stay where you are [Lebanon], how likely are you …’ Here: ‘Very likely’ & ‘Likely’.
B) ‘If you leave to Europe, how likely are you …’ Here: ‘Very likely’ & ‘Likely’.

Questions 3, 4, 14, 203.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Round-
ing errors can occur. | Household = Parents (in-
terviewees live with their parents); Household = 
Own (interviewees live in their own household).

Table 10.9 Syrian Refugees in Lebanon – Imaginations about European Realities

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–20 21–25 26–30 Parents Own
n=1,000 50 50 31 25 44 35 57

You need language skills in order to fi nd work. 71 70 72 76 76 64 70 69

If you have work you will manage. 64 67 61 69 68 58 67 61

It will take years to be able to speak the language. 58 58 58 62 62 53 59 57

Integration is possible, even if it takes time. 49 54 44 53 54 44 50 47

The people over there understand us and will help us. 47 49 45 51 51 42 49 45

We always remain foreigner, only the next generation might be integrated. 41 41 42 42 43 40 41 43

Once you possess the right passport everything else is of no importance. 37 41 33 43 39 32 40 34

You just need a partner in Europe and marry him/her and you are at home. 23 27 19 25 26 20 22 21

Question ‘In Europe, people might be happy or anxious about refugees. To what extent do you agree 
with the following statements?’ (Options to answer: ‘Strongly Agree’; ‘Agree’; ‘So-so’; ‘Disagree’; 
‘Strongly disagree’): Here: ‘Strongly agree’ & ‘Agree’.

Question 3, 4, 14, 204.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Household = Parents (interview-
ees live with their parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household).
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reunite with loved ones. As Nabila, a 20-year-old Syrian currently residing 
with her husband and children in Akkar, put it, 

My biggest aim is to return to my homeland and to live there 
peacefully with my family. (LB/SY-6)

What is more, some respondents explicitly link return to Syria to escap-
ing the restricted freedom of movement and frequent identity checks in 
Lebanon – this has to be understood in the context of exploitative labour 
that illegality pushes Syrians into. However, respondents do not advocate 
for unconditional return. Rather, they make their eventual homecoming 
contingent on the cessation of fighting, i.e. the establishment of a compre-
hensive peace, a ceasefire in their region of origin, and the disarmament 
of war parties, but also economic recovery, in particular restoration of 
infrastructure, and compensation payments for lost property. But safety 
and prosperity are not enough; most respondents also insist on political 
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Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Household = Parents (interview-
ees live with their parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household).
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stability as a precondition for their return, albeit seeming undecided about 
the nature of the political regime they would like to see in place. While an 
overwhelming majority supports political change, e.g. in the form of a new 
political system, or the establishment of a truth committee for reconcilia-
tion, almost equal numbers demand amnesty for war crimes, or would be 
content with a stable government. Given the current state of the Syrian civil 
war, all of the conditions mentioned by respondents make the prospect of 
return recede into the distant future.

Is the grass really greener over there?
Finally, young Syrians were asked to envision their lives over the next five 
years for two different scenarios, remaining in Lebanon or moving to 
Europe. Overall, adolescents (aged 16–20) appear more optimistic than 
youth in their twenties, and men tend to consider various forms of social 
mobility more likely than women, which probably speaks to greater free-
dom of movement of men over women. Regarding their current situation 
in Lebanon, young Syrians appear cautiously optimistic. While the major-
ity of respondents consider it unlikely (26 percent) or even impossible (47 
percent) to continue their studies in Lebanese exile, a majority is confident 
that they can still develop necessary skills, find good jobs, and even get a 
place of their own in Lebanon (Table 10.8). However, young people have 
more reservations when it comes to marriage; about half of them think it is 
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Question ‘In Europe, people might be happy or anxious about refugees. To what extent do you agree 
with the following statements?’ (Options to answer: ‘Strongly Agree’; ‘Agree’; ‘So-so’; ‘Disagree’; 
‘Strongly disagree’): Here: ‘Strongly agree’ & ‘Agree’.

Question 3, 4, 14, 204.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Household = Parents (interview-
ees live with their parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household).
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unlikely or even impossible that they might get married to a person of their 
choice (with high gender differences).

Interestingly, no big differences emerge when young Syrians picture 
their future in Europe. Surveyed youth find it slightly more likely that they 
would complete their studies, develop necessary skills, and find a place of 
their own on the other side of the Mediterranean. However, the qualita-
tive interviews show that youth also take into consideration other, more 
established migration pathways, return to Syria having become increasingly 
unrealistic; a young construction worker concludes: 

I would like to travel to the Gulf region and work there, because I 
don’t think about returning to Syria anymore. (LB/SY-2)

Not a surprise then that half of the young Syrians surveyed remain scepti-
cal about onward migration to Europe. Fewer than half of all respondents 
agree that people in Europe might be supportive and understanding, and 
that integration is possible, but might take time (Table 10.9). With regard 
to the timeframe of integration, about half of the respondents consider 
that integration might be easier to accomplish for the next generation 
whereas they would always remain foreigners. Regarding different path-
ways towards integration, a majority of Syrians are confident about the 
positive role of employment in facilitating their new lives abroad, central 
to which they consider the acquisition of new language skills. Yet, more 
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Table 10.8 Syrian Refugees in Lebanon – Scenarios

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–
20

21–
25

26–
30

Pa-
rents

Own Other

n=1,000 50 50 31 25 44 35 57  8

Lebanon: To get married as you wish 50 59 39 66 51 33 63 31 65

Europe: To get married as you wish 46 55 34 60 49 29 58 27 70

Lebanon: To fi nd a good job 69 81 57 74 70 65 69 68 78

Europe: To fi nd a good job 66 80 51 71 67 61 68 62 81

Lebanon: To complete your studies 27 26 28 29 29 25 30 25 28

Europe: To complete your studies 37 37 37 41 39 33 40 35 37

Lebanon: To develop necessary skills 67 72 62 71 72 61 69 65 71

Europe: To develop necessary skills 70 76 63 78 70 63 74 68 68

Lebanon: To own a place to live 53 57 49 53 55 52 51 54 57

Europe: To own a place to live 59 62 56 65 61 54 57 59 65

Lebanon: To live together with your family 90 88 91 93 87 89 88 91 88

Europe: To live together with your family 80 76 84 83 80 77 78 82 71

Question ‘Please estimate the chances concerning your life within the next five years for two scenarios.’ 
(Options to answer: Very likely; Likely; Unlikely; Impossible).

A) ‘If you stay where you are [Lebanon], how likely are you …’ Here: ‘Very likely’ & ‘Likely’.
B) ‘If you leave to Europe, how likely are you …’ Here: ‘Very likely’ & ‘Likely’.

Questions 3, 4, 14, 203.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Round-
ing errors can occur. | Household = Parents (in-
terviewees live with their parents); Household = 
Own (interviewees live in their own household).

Table 10.9 Syrian Refugees in Lebanon – Imaginations about European Realities

All Gender Age Household

Average Male Female 16–20 21–25 26–30 Parents Own
n=1,000 50 50 31 25 44 35 57

You need language skills in order to fi nd work. 71 70 72 76 76 64 70 69

If you have work you will manage. 64 67 61 69 68 58 67 61

It will take years to be able to speak the language. 58 58 58 62 62 53 59 57

Integration is possible, even if it takes time. 49 54 44 53 54 44 50 47

The people over there understand us and will help us. 47 49 45 51 51 42 49 45

We always remain foreigner, only the next generation might be integrated. 41 41 42 42 43 40 41 43

Once you possess the right passport everything else is of no importance. 37 41 33 43 39 32 40 34

You just need a partner in Europe and marry him/her and you are at home. 23 27 19 25 26 20 22 21

Question ‘In Europe, people might be happy or anxious about refugees. To what extent do you agree 
with the following statements?’ (Options to answer: ‘Strongly Agree’; ‘Agree’; ‘So-so’; ‘Disagree’; 
‘Strongly disagree’): Here: ‘Strongly agree’ & ‘Agree’.

Question 3, 4, 14, 204.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Household = Parents (interview-
ees live with their parents); Household = Own (interviewees live in their own household).
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than half of them are afraid it might take years to be able to speak the 
language of the host country. Other routes towards getting settled in 
European countries, such as acquiring a new passport or getting married 
to a local, are considered less important (with considerable gender differ-
ences). However, it is worth noting that for all of these questions, roughly 
one-third of the respondents do not have a clear opinion, which might 
speak to respondents’ heightened insecurities about the kind of lives to 
be found further away. On a final note, young Syrians seem to be torn 
between fatigue, the result of years of displacement, and a strong moti-
vation to rebuild their lives. On the one hand, roughly one-quarter of all 
respondents express tiredness and the need to recover; more than one-
third just hope to get to safety. On the other hand, an equal number is 
eager to work harder, and, to a lesser extent, learn a new language and 
adjust to new cultural environments – although only 16 percent agree to 
the last two options respectively. 

Conclusion
Young people’s mobility perceptions and migration aspirations in the MENA 
region have often been misinterpreted. Generally, only a few are determined 
to emigrate – much less than 10 per cent. Given the multiple crises in the 
region, this is a remarkably small percentage. However, the youngsters find 
it hard to decide between emigrating and continuing their lives back home. 
Many are deeply attached to their families and home countries, and are far 
from considering migration ‘an easy way out’. Imagining leaving home trig-
gers ambivalent feelings. Four mechanisms are shaping their decision-mak-
ing and actions: in the first instance, labour migration patterns are often 
confined to the Arab world, but are also shaped by historical and linguistic 
ties with certain European countries. However, mobility aspirations cannot 
be reduced to finding work abroad. Young people are equally interested in 
travelling for leisure and broadening their horizons. Moreover, mobility 
attitudes are not only gendered and dependent on marital status, but also 
mediated by previous migration experiences of family members, personal 
predisposition to change, social class, and social networks. The willingness 
to emigrate thus ranges highest among flexible individuals with migration 
experiences in their social network. 

Reasons for the comparatively little interest in going abroad are equally 
complex: heightened virtual mobility and means of communication go 
hand in hand with the effective hardening of EU external borders, while 
the costs of migration render moving more difficult, particularly for the 
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poorest strata. Many young people have a realistic understanding of the 
pros and cons of going abroad, including cultural- and employment-related 
hurdles to integration elsewhere. They are far from considering European 
welfare states the ‘holy land’.

In contrast, flight and asylum, often consequences of armed conflicts, 
are sadly part of young Arabs’ everyday lives. For young Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon, both war-induced threats and the desire to remain or reunite with 
one’s family are crucial causes for fleeing their home country. However, the 
disruption of longstanding circular migration schemes between the two 
countries and increased restrictions on Syrians’ freedom of movement in 
Lebanon have transformed a situation of ‘prolonged unsettlement’ into 
‘forced settlement’, turning highly mobile labour migrants into immobil-
ised refugees. The flipside of forced displacement is forced immobility. 

These findings resonate with a contemporary appreciation of migrants 
as the new precariat (Standing 2011). Escaping endemic unemployment in 
their home countries, and often endowed with higher education, they either 
join a low-wage and temporary labour force in industrialised countries, or 
move within post-colonial states in the MENA region. But in both cases the 
absence of opportunities for stable incomes or building careers, exposes 
them to yet another perpetual form of existential insecurity. Hence, restric-
tive immigration policies and the existence of a shadow labour reserve only 
apparently contradict each other. Appalling living conditions and deporta-
tion threats are a reality for many young migrants. Not a surprise then that 
what stands out is young people’s awareness of the decoupling of movement 
in space from upward social mobility. While the desire to find employment 
or pursue an education continues to motivate some to go abroad, they seem 
to know all too well that migration does not necessarily come with a prom-
ise of better lives anymore.
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Carola Richter

‘Facebook revolutions’. ‘Twitter protests’. The ‘Al Jazeera effect’. 
Such catchphrases to convey the allegedly immense effects of media on 
political and social change in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
have proliferated in the past decade. Indeed, the spread of media technol-
ogy among Arab youth is very high as revealed in the data analysed here 
from a survey of 9,000 Arab youth. The survey revealed that 75 percent 
of all Arab youth interviewed access the internet and spend an average of 
5.2 hours per day online. On average, more than three-quarters possess a 
smartphone (78 percent), and 86 percent of all households own a TV set. 
In 2008, the political scientist Marc Lynch had warned that even scholars 
tend to overemphasise the role of media in political change in non-Western 
countries (Lynch 2008: 18). After 2011 he argued that scholars and activists 
alike were trapped in a ‘Tahrir bubble’, in which those involved in protests 
and their academic observers alike repeated the opinion that social media 
had played an exceptional role in the political mobilisation of Arab societies 
(Lynch 2013). Beyond activists’ circles, the question, therefore, arises about 
what role media play in the everyday lives of ordinary young people in the 
MENA region. Which kind of media do they prefer? What do their commu-
nication habits look like? How does that relate to societal transformations?

It will be argued here that media usage habits are globally converging as 
similar technologies and formats become available, including in the MENA 
region. Mistrust in media and political disengagement, however, are caus-
ing a thorough shift in social media use; media now increasingly serve as 
private communication and to sustain existing social networks. Mediatised 
communication is thus both a trigger and a coping mechanism to deal with 
uncertainty in the everyday lives of young Arab people. The argument 
unfolds in three steps. First, the ways in which media technologies and 
certain platforms and services are integrated into quotidian communica-
tion patterns of young people will be analysed. Second, the issue will be 



224 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

addressed of whether there is an Arab exceptionalism or specific charac-
teristics with regard to political information seeking and sharing through 
media. To what extent does media have a particular political place in soci-
ety, and, in terms of evaluating statements about the so-called Facebook 
revolutions and Al Jazeera effects, how much do young people trust media? 
Third, the problem of an often-assumed homogeneity of media use patterns 
in the MENA region will be discussed. While the empirical findings suggest 
a wide distribution of media for communication, the country breakdowns 
show remarkable differences. Obviously, the digital divide is not only a con-
cern between northern and southern countries, but exists also within the 
MENA region. Communication patterns, therefore, have to be interpreted 
in light of an Arab digital divide. 

Staying Connected: Arab Youth in the Age of Mediatisation
Today, communication for young people is increasingly mediated com-
munication. This is as true for MENA youth as it is for their European 
counterparts (Feierabend et al. 2016). In recent years, rapid developments 
in media technology have significantly changed communication prac-
tices, and indeed, are changing them still. Just as the generations before 
them, young people today continue to take actions similar to those back 
then – connecting with friends, consuming news, sharing their thoughts 
with their acquaintances – but they connect in a different way, influenced 
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Table 11.1 Use of Social Media in the MENA Countries

Country WhatsApp Viber Skype Facebook Twitter Instagram

Bahrain (100) 92 11 15 20 41 88

Egypt (75) 85 44 22 99 35 38

Jordan (92) 84 26 22 82 14 31

Lebanon (94) 97 44 19 85 24 43

Morocco (72) 89 19 25 95 18 17

Palestine (70) 60 39 15 92 14 33

Tunisia (88) 25 42 36 98 15 33

Yemen (31) 93 19  7 66 15 18

Syrian Refugeesª) (55) 98 12  2 25  4  3

Overall 80 30 20 75 22 38

Questions 1, 149, 154.

Question ‘Do you use … (name of platform)?’ (Multiple answers possible).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Answers refer to respondents who use the inter-
net; details are given in brackets aft er the country name. ª) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.

Table 11.2 Internet Devices and Internet Access Points

Country Internet devices Internet access points

Smart-
phone

Lap-
top

Desk-
top PC

Tab-
let

At 
home

Every-
where

Internet
café

Work-
place

School 
/ Uni-

versity

Shops / 
Restau-

rants

Bahrain 100  1  0  0 99  2  3  4  1  1

Egypt 91 17 25 20 78 53 27 16 14 25

Jordan 90 16  9 10 84 37 18 32 11 19

Lebanon 98 27  6 12 89 50 24 32 22 18

Morocco 92 28 20 11 72 42 43 13 26 27

Palestine 81 31 27  9 88 42 13 14 20  8

Tunisia 82 35 27 12 83 43 27 11 16  8

Yemen 95 13 22  5 63 26 23  9  7  4

Syrian Ref. 99  1  1  0 84 41  1 24  1  1

Total 92 19 14  9 85 37 20 18 14 13

Questions 1, 149, 151, 152.

Question 152 ‘Which devices do you usually use to connect to the internet?’
Question 151 ‘And where do you use it?’ (multiple answers).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Answers refer to respondents who use the internet.
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by new technologies. This process is what communication scholars have 
termed ‘mediatisation’, referring to the incorporation of all kinds of new 
media technologies into quotidian practices (Hepp and Krotz 2014). 
Accordingly, boundaries between online and offline communication are 
increasingly blurred, which is also true for the distinction between private 
and public communication. Most likely, circles of friends that frequently 
meet at ‘offline’ places, such as schools, universities, and coffee shops, are 
consolidated by the use of social media, in particular through instant mes-
saging services such as WhatsApp. Mediated communication is thus an 
essential part of young people’s lives in the MENA region and helps them 
to stay connected. 

Instant messaging: staying in contact with family and friends
Instant messaging services such as WhatsApp, Viber, and Skype are at 
least as important as social networking and sharing services like Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram. While WhatsApp and Facebook are the most-used 
services throughout the region, some local preferences are worth mention-
ing (Table 11.1). Facebook is most often used in the two countries typically 
referred to as the birthplaces of the Arab Spring – Egypt and Tunisia – 
as well as in Morocco and Palestine. Nearly all young people who use the 
internet in these countries are also on Facebook. 

Facebook services also include instant messaging, so it can be assumed 
that those using Facebook heavily also use it for private conversations with 
family and friends. Bahraini youth and Syrian refugees, however, almost 
neglect Facebook by comparison to other groups. WhatsApp is the most 
commonly used instant messaging service region-wide, with only Tunisians 
preferring Viber over it. Bahraini youth can be distinguished from the rest 
by their preference for Instagram and Twitter. Among young people in 
other Arab countries, Twitter plays only a minor role. Although Twitter 
has lately added a private communication feature, it is still seen as a rather 
public communication channel with a more political character that does 
not seem as appealing as other platforms. 

A must-have: personalised smartphones
The dominance of instant messaging correlates with the extremely high 
convergence of mobile telephony and internet access. The internet is 
almost exclusively accessed via smartphones. Although the internet is used 
most in homes, other larger or stationary devices, such as laptops, personal 
computers, and tablets, play a limited role. Often users seek out Wi-Fi 
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hotspots in stores and coffee shops and at universities and schools to stay 
connected (Table 11.2). 

Indeed, the data also show that on average across the Arab world, every-
one aged 16–30 possesses a smartphone (Figure 11.5b). With the exception 
of Tunisia, this age group prefers smartphones over basic mobile phones 
that only allow phone calls and text messages. The smartphone has become 
the key asset for merging available communicative functions. It can be per-
sonalised and allows them to stay connected almost everywhere they go. 

Communication purposes: the private beats the political 
Contrary to the assumption of overtly political use of social media inspired 
by the myth of the Facebook revolution, young Arabs principally use social 
media for non-political purposes (Figure 11.1). 

For all the respondents in all of the countries examined and across 
gender boundaries and education levels, ‘keeping in contact with family 
and friends’ is the most important purpose for using social media. Sharing 
pictures, music, and videos and organising meetings with their friends are 
also ranked as important. Thus, particular new technological features that 
enable the quick-and-easy sharing of digital media products are indeed one 
catalyst for using social media. Looking for work opportunities seems to be 
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another feature that increasingly draws young people to social media, while 
looking for a partner online is not yet a common practice among MENA 
youth. Online matchmaking only seems to be of more interest to Bahrainis. 

Yet, the main purpose of social media use is to consolidate bonds with 
existing networks, thus substituting older mediation channels, such as let-
ters and the telephone, and easily overcoming physical boundaries, such as 
distance. Zeinab, a 26-year-old woman from Morocco, stated: 

‘My friends and my relationship with neighbours is normal. We 
meet once in a while. We learn from each other about various 
things related to cooking. Now, I spend my free time on Face-
book, chat with friends, telling what happened during the day. We 
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Questions 1, 155.

Question 155 ‘How do you use social networks 
like Facebook, blogs, or WhatsApp?’ (Multiple 
answers).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Round-
ing errors can occur. | Answers refer to respond-
ents who use the internet and who answered 
‘frequently’ or ‘always’.

Figure 11.1 Use Purposes of Social Media in the MENA Countries
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mainly discuss things related to the household. Sometimes, we 
hang out but just for an hour or two. We go to the mall’ (MA-4). 

Moreover, social media can help circles of friends and family stick 
together despite security issues and the economic hardships that many 
complain about. Samir, a 30-year-old man from Egypt, said: 

‘Now, I stopped doing many things [such as going out]. Security 
and money are the most important things. How can you be happy 
if you have no money? Even if you have money, it’s better to save 
it’ (EG-1). 

Along the same lines, Bob, a 22-year-old Lebanese, said: 

‘We can no longer camp anywhere because of the fear of strangers 
and foreigners and as a result of the various thefts and violations. 
New opportunities are found on Facebook through groups and 
pages debating the subject and criticising and opposing the entry 
of refugees into Lebanon’ (LB-2). 

 267

Figure 11.2 Social Networking – Clique versus Internet

Neither clique nor internet

Internet, but no clique

Clique, but no internet

Internet and clique

11 %

28 %

14 %

47 %

Questions 129, 149.

Question 129 ‘Are you part of a fixed group of friends – a ‘clique’ – that is meeting frequently and where 
everybody knows one another very well?’
Question 149 ‘Do you use the internet?’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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Friendships strengthened online 
Young people were also asked whether they are part of a clique, i.e. a fixed 
group of friends. The results of this question were combined with internet 
usage (Figure 11.2). About half of the respondents are both part of a clique 
and internet users. Again, this indicates that friendships are also maintained 
online. 

Fatima, a 30-year-old Bahraini woman working in the education sector, 
stated about her friends offline, ‘We talk, laugh, play cards or PS [PlaySta-
tion], walk, go to clubs, go shopping, it depends, we do things we like, [and 
online] we talk, chat on WhatsApp or Snapchat’ (BH-1). Only 11 percent of 
the respondents belong to a clique but claim to have no access to the inter-
net. A much larger group of 28 percent use the internet but is not part of a 
particular clique. Those who are not attending school, university or going 
to work are generally less likely to belong to a clique. These two results 
indicate that while online communication might function as a substitute 
for non-existing or difficult-to-establish offline bonds, offline-only clique 
building is rarely found in the MENA region. Still, 14 percent of respondents 
neither belong to a clique nor use the internet and thus seem to be rather 
disconnected from (mediatised) friendships. These are significantly more 
often female interviewees, who tend to be older and are usually married and 
not so well off (Figure 11.2). Nawal, a married 20-year-old female Syrian ref-
ugee of the neither-clique-nor-internet type, simply stated, ‘My only inter-
est is my home and my children. I do not have time to waste’ (LB/SY-6). 

Despite this latter statement, one can conclude that mediatised com-
munication is part of the daily routine of Arab youth. Friendships are 
maintained with a smartphone in hand, writing WhatsApp messages, 
and sharing photos. Digitally mediated communication is also a means to 
overcome uncertainties by staying connected and sustaining existing famil-
ial bonds and friendships that might otherwise perish because of security 
issues, geographical distances, or economic hardships. 

Between Mistrust and Disillusionment:  
Media Use and Political Information
While private purposes of communication are more frequent and obvi-
ously outweigh political communication purposes, media are still the most 
important gateway to political information. Despite having lived their 
formative years in the midst of the Arab Spring, however, the majority 
of the young people interviewed shows little interest in (formal) politics. 
Still, for some respondents, social media was seen as a means of political 
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participation at some times. During the Arab uprisings, they considered 
using social media a political act, but this seems not to have been the case in 
2016, at the time of this research. The interviews reveal a broad political dis-
illusionment after the Arab uprisings that made some respondents abstain 
from social media use for political purposes.

Hikmat, a 22-year-old student from Palestine, explained: 

‘What happened to me is that I stopped using Facebook as much 
as before, and I stopped using social media networks in general 
and now I don’t use them at all. I only watch news and I don’t 
participate in anything’ (PS-2). 

Sara, a 17-year-old schoolgirl from Egypt, remarked: 

‘I used to share, but not anymore, as I believe that if I share some-
thing untrue I will be a part of the lie. So I share what I’m 100% 
sure of, or something funny that doesn’t relate to politics’ (EG-2). 

The political scientist Marc Lynch (2013) also diagnosed a ‘Twitter devo-
lution’ across the region because a plethora of actors share their content 
online which ‘contributed to a dangerous polarization’ that is even affecting 
families. A 25-year-old Egyptian university graduate acknowledged, ‘In the 
beginning we used to share opinions but no one was interested in listening 
or agreeing with others. Everyone only wanted to assert their opinion, and 
I saw people fighting over their opinions and people offending each other, 
and it’s in vain at the end, as no one listens. I just listen to the news to know 
what’s happening and what’s new and so on’ (EG-10). Most likely, with 
regard to political debate, social media for a lot of respondents has become 
nothing more than a one-way channel of receiving news. The scepticism as 
to the political liberating role of social media is further elaborated by the 
public intellectual Evgeny Morozov (2011), who argues that digital media 
helped primarily authoritarian institutions like regime elites to find new 
and more effective ways of controlling and repressing their people.

Media credibility and political interest
Half a decade after the Arab Spring, in 2016, social media has lost its high 
political credibility and is now frequently accessed on a similar level as tra-
ditional mass media such as TV, radio and newspapers are. Actually, the 
various forms of media are not seen as trustworthy because they were the 
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regimes’ rubber stamp for so many decades. Although privatisation of print 
and audio-visual media has led to professional presentation and production 
styles, political loyalty to the regime or partisanship with certain political 
actors often prevents the media from being independent (Richter and El 
Difraoui 2015). Frequently, the respondents blamed the media for bias 
towards a political faction, of producing fake news, or reporting unethically 
and exaggerating in order to produce scandals. The degree of trust in the 
media in contrast to that in the government is displayed in Figure 11.3.

A major problem here is limited media literacy within society. It seems 
difficult to build independent opinions from a multitude of sources if based 
on the assumption that the media should display the ‘truth’. Iman, a 23-year-
old Bahraini woman, complained, ‘They have 100 faces. I don’t trust them. 
When there is an issue you can find a lot of different comments and opin-
ions about the same issue. And you get lost, you don’t know who to believe. 
It’s incredible’ (BH-10). 
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Figure 11.3 Trust in Media and Government in the MENA Countries
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Relating the degree of trust in media to the degree of trust in govern-
ment can be quite revealing (Figure 11.3). In Bahrain and Egypt, young peo-
ple strongly trust the government but tend to be more sceptical with regard 
to media. Potentially, the young respondents are adhering to the rhetoric 
of stability guaranteed by the regime while believing that the media may 
jeopardise this stability. When, on the other hand, trust in media is higher 
than in the government, such as in Lebanon, Palestine, and Morocco, it 
speaks in favour of a more pluralistic media scene which might be con-
sidered more credible and is indeed seen as a fourth estate. A 30-year-old 
Moroccan woman explained, ‘People now are aware. I think that media 
plays its role. Lots of things were hidden, now they are disclosed by media. 
To me the media works and plays its role. TV now helps people, and shows 
lots of things’ (MA-9). 

Political information through TV
There still exists a minority – barely a fifth of the respondents – who nev-
ertheless claims to seek information about politics actively (see Table 11.3). 
For them TV is still the preferred medium to do so even though the national 
TV landscape is often dominated by state-owned or partisan media. The 
internet follows closely, and in Bahrain, Jordan, and Morocco, it even out-
weighs television as the number one information source, possibly due to its 
greater plurality. Oday, 22 years old and from Jordan, mentioned this side 
effect of using online media, stating, ‘I don’t follow the news or anything, 
but I learn of some things through Facebook’ (JO-13). On the other hand, 
through satellite transmission and a common language, TV channels also 
acquire pan-Arab audiences; the news channels Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya 
in particular are clearly targeting broadly regional instead of national audi-
ences. A 30-year-old house painter from Morocco mentioned, ‘I was sitting 
with friends in the café; everybody gave his opinion; we were watching Al 
Jazeera and Al Arabiya; they were giving the news’ (MA-3).

Informational preferences, however, vary strongly from country to 
country. Yemenis rely mostly on non-mediated, face-to-face communica-
tion while for Jordanians this does not seem to be an important source. 
Bahrainis tend to use a variety of sources, probably to compare and judge, 
whereas Syrian refugees watch TV almost exclusively to stay informed, most 
likely because access to other channels of information is difficult. Only in 
Yemen – and to a lesser degree in Bahrain and Palestine – do a significant 
amount of people still obtain information from the radio. Newspapers also 
seem to be an outdated information channel for the youth. Only Bahrain 
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stands out here, with 65 percent answering that they get information from 
newspapers, albeit this accounts for only 12 percent of active information 
seekers. These ambivalent results can be related to the availability of media 
and to the level of media freedom and plurality in a given country. For 
example, Bahrainis tend to diversify their news sources and include newspa-
pers, radio, and internet because they have the financial means to do so and 
because the infrastructure enables one to counter state-owned television.

In Yemen and Palestine, the radio infrastructure is decentralised so peo-
ple can get local news that is often neglected by TV and national newspa-
pers. Morocco and Egypt have a rather lively newspaper sector with several 
private and oppositional quality newspapers available. Young Tunisians 
seem to value their TV as a good information source, probably because of its 
professionalisation after 2011. In summary, mistrust in media is widespread. 
Those who search for political information nevertheless use media to get 
the news but are very doubtful about its credibility. Interestingly, people 
then tend to diversify their sources of information and rely on a range of 
media to get different views, but also on face-to-face communication to 
verify the news. 

The Internet Versus TV: The New Digital Divide
Communication patterns differ in the MENA countries. While for the 
most part age, education, rural or urban location, and even gender are not 
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Table 11.3 Active Information Gathering in the MENA Countries, by Type of Media

Country Active information 
gathering

TV Inter-
net

Face-to-face 
conversation

Mobile News-
paper

Radio

Yemen 32 53 18 83 17  7 43

Palestine 23 75 66 32 21 10 23

Lebanon 21 67 45 36 23  6  5

Tunisia 21 80 69 25  3 14 15

Morocco 17 69 71 42 24 29 16

Syrian Ref. 17 89  7 19  7  1  4

Egypt 14 76 66 53 26 26  6

Bahrain 12 75 91 81 82 65 28

Jordan  8 62 67 16 19 14  4

Total 18 71 51 46 22 16 19

Questions 1, 157, 158.

Question 157 ‘Do you inform yourself actively about politics?’ (‘Yes’).
Question 158 ‘What sources and means of information do you use?’ (Multiple answers).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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significant for explaining differences in media use, the country is. In partic-
ular, looking at the number of young people who have internet access at all, 
have internet at home, and the number of hours spent on the internet by 
country clearly indicate a digital divide across the MENA region. 

Internet and smartphones
In the sample, Bahrain represents the extremely rich Gulf countries with a 
well-developed digital infrastructure, state care, and a high living standard. 
On the other side of the spectrum are Yemenis and Syrian refugees along 
with Palestinians, who are all exposed to violent conflicts and often face 
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Figure 11.4 Use of Internet and Media Availability in MENA households
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economic difficulty in places that are not able to supply sufficient infra-
structure to support their basic needs. The latter groups also have the least 
access to the internet, adopted the internet and smartphones later, and on 
average possess fewer such devices than their Arab counterparts. While all 
of the Bahraini youth in our sample use the internet and have an internet 
connection at home, only 31 percent of the Yemenis and 55 percent of the 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon have access to the online world. Being badly 
equipped, only 6 percent of Yemenis and 10 percent of Syrian refugees have 
internet access at home (Figure 11.4). The middle position is occupied by 
poorer countries, such as Morocco, Egypt, and Tunisia, but during the 
2000s these states strongly developed their internet infrastructure, pro-
moted the availability of computers, and liberalised the telephone industry 
to allow for market competition (Abdulla 2007). 

What further adds to the digital divide is that the youth in many Arab 
countries were rather late adopters of digital media and smartphones in 
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Figure 11.5a Digital Divide: First Use of the Internet and Time Spent Online in the 
               MENA Countries
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particular. While in Bahrain the average young person started using the 
internet in 2005 and switched to smartphones in 2009, Palestinians, Yeme-
nis, and Syrian refugees did not go online before 2011 and only possessed 
their first smartphones in 2013. The digital divide is also reflected in the 
time young people spend on the internet per day: it ranges from 8.4 hours 
per day in Bahrain to 3.2 hours for Yemenis and Syrian refugees (Figures 
11.5a and 11.5b). Ghadir, a 23-year-old unemployed Bahraini graduate, 
stated, ‘I spend about three quarters of the day on the internet’ (BH-7). 
With regard to gender differences in internet use, there is no gap across 
the MENA countries. In Tunisia, Egypt, and Palestine, young women even 
spend a few minutes more online than men. 

Expenditure on communication varies
Following up on the diagnosed digital divide, as expected Yemenis, Syrian 
refugees, as well as Palestinians rank expenditures for mobile phones and 
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Figure 11.5b Digital Divide: First Possession of a Smartphone – 
               Number of Own Devices
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internet as less important than do their counterparts in the other MENA coun-
tries (Figure 11.6). For them, basic necessities, such as food, gas, electricity, 
and clothing, need to be prioritised. For Bahrainis, on the other hand, mobile 
phones occupy the second highest position of monthly spending, while the 
internet comes in fifth place. Bahrainis also spend a significant amount of 
money on videos and gaming, which are not important in the other countries. 
Gassem, a 25-year-old Bahraini, said, ‘Youth in my country are only busy with 
football and PlayStation, nothing else’ (BH-2). Except Bahrain, in all other 
MENA countries the majority of young people use prepaid cards instead of 
phone contracts. Houssam, a 26-year-old worker from Lebanon, explained, ‘I 
should be realistic and accept the fact that my total income is $100. I use most 
of this amount to recharge my phone for work purposes, and the rest of the 
money goes to covering the household expenses’ (LB-7). This indicates that 
staying connected is very important but prepaid cards allow one to quickly 

 273

Figure 11.6 Ranking of Spendings on Communication Activities in the 
            MENA Countries
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limit monthly expenses in times of scarcity. Even if no money is charged on 
the phone, Wi-Fi connections and the phone itself still allow for reachability. 

The amount of money spent varies greatly from country to country 
in terms of monthly expenditures for mobile phones, ranging from the 
equivalent of €6 per month in Yemen to €33 in Bahrain. In relation to the 
countries’ average gross domestic product, telephony is most expensive in 
Tunisia and least expensive in Bahrain. Women and those with a low level 
of education in general tend to spend slightly less money on mobile phones 
and internet than their male or higher-educated counterparts. With regard 
to gender differences, only in Tunisia do women spend more money on 
their phone. 

Bridging the Digital Divide: Television Still Important
Despite the scientific focus on the internet and mobile phones as means 
of communication, television is still the most popular medium among 
the youth across the MENA region. When asked about favourite leisure 
activities, sitting in front of the TV was the favourite of 67 percent of the 
respondents in all countries except Yemen. Almost everywhere, it is more 
important than surfing the internet and outweighs all other activities such 
as meeting friends, doing sports or shopping. TV reaches 86 percent of Arab 
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Table 11.4 The Most Common Leisure Activities in the MENA Countries, by Gender

Country TV Surfi ng the 
internet

Doing some-
thing with 
the family

Visiting 
neighbours 
or relatives

Doing noth-
ing, just 
relaxing

Coffee 
shop

Shop-
ping

m f m f m f m f m f m f

Bahrain 63 67 49 50  9  8  5 10 22 24 12 14

Egypt 64 73 53 46 18 25 16 25  6  8 28 17

Jordan 74 85 57 46 26 26 30 33 16  9 13 15

Lebanon 59 74 55 50 15 16 11 30 10  9 23 11

Morocco 76 87 38 34  9 21  7 25  3  3 37 12

Palestine 58 73 57 49 32 42 31 39  8  6 15  7

Tunisia 66 84 60 63  6 23  3 11  3  6 62  5

Yemen 37 39 31  9 27 44 39 68 21 23  1  7

Syrian Ref. 63 62 20 11 27 36 44 53 39 36  1  2

Total 67 43 23 26 14 13  8

Questions 1, 3, 164.

Question 164 ‘What kind of leisure activities do you engage in most? Please identify up to 3 activities in which you 
engage the most during the week.’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. m = Male interviewees; f = Female interviewees.
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households; it is easily available and cheap, with satellite connection (avail-
able in 80 percent of the surveyed households) being the most convenient 
form of receiving a multitude of pan-Arab and international channels. One 
also does not have to leave the house and can watch alone or with friends.

Alternatives to TV, such as cinemas, theatres, and discos, are not yet com-
mon in most Arab countries but are perhaps desperately needed. Hamza, 
a 25-year-old high school graduate from Morocco, expressed a common 
complaint, when he said: 

‘[The state] should create areas and spaces where the young can 
spend their time rather than spend it at coffee shops doing noth-
ing. They should do something. They should do some activities. 
They should keep themselves busy, not only watching TV or con-
necting to the internet’ (MA-7). 

The lack of accessibility to other activities might be the reasons for the 
pervasiveness of television as a leisure activity, which is even more favoured 
by women than by men.

Indeed, there is a remarkable gender difference with regard to some of 
the activities. Table 11.4 shows a selection of the most popular leisure activ-
ities according to gender. Women consistently watch more TV than men. 
On the other hand, more men surf the internet in their spare time than 
women. Going to a coffee shop is also a typical male activity and is particu-
larly practised in Tunisia and Morocco. In Tunisia, more men even tend to 
go to the coffee shop in their spare time than surf the internet. 

Most likely due to the bad financial situation and weak technological 
infrastructure, Yemen is the low outlier, where visiting neighbours and rel-
atives is the favourite activity – even before watching TV. Young Yemeni 
women do not spend their leisure time on the internet either but instead 
visit neighbours and relatives or do something with the family. In general, 
it is interesting that family activities and visiting neighbours are more fre-
quently done by those groups that are on the losing side of the digital divide, 
namely Yemenis, Palestinians, and Syrian refugees. Women especially 
tend to spend their time with a network of relatives. Bahrainis are again 
an exception. Among them, visits paid to family and relatives play a rather 
minor role. Instead, ‘doing nothing, relaxing’ is more common, with out-
of-home activities not extending much beyond going to malls and fast food 
restaurants. ‘Doing nothing’ also seems to be an inexpensive alternative to 
kill time among young Syrian refugees and Yemenis. Marwan, a 30-year-old 
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married man from Yemen, said, ‘I don’t have a TV. As I told you it is the bad 
conditions; I have nothing to do’ (YE-13).

In summary, the digital divide is a clear reflection of economic gaps 
within the MENA region when the availability of devices and the priority 
given to mediated communication is considered. During the past decade, 
however, some states invested in upgrading the communication infrastruc-
ture while some did not, as can be observed for example in the comparison 
of Egypt and Yemen. Meanwhile, TV seems to be the device still available to 
most people and that allows for broad national and transnational commu-
nication, albeit on a one-to-many instead of a many-to-many basis. 

Conclusion
Obviously, global media use is converging because similar technologies and 
formats are available. Youth in the MENA region are no exception to this. 
The survey’s main results indicate that smartphones are the main device to 
access the internet and the dominant purposes of internet use are connect-
ing to friends and sharing digital products. Interestingly, traditional mass 
media is still present in the bouquet of media use, despite a strongly con-
trolled or polarised media landscape in most countries. Due to economic 
hardships and insufficient infrastructure, however, quite a lot of young 
people have limited or no access to digital media, particularly in Yemen and 
among Syrian refugees. 

Another interesting aspect of convergence is that typical markers of 
difference, such as gender and education, do not play out as strongly with 
regard to media usage patterns as one might have expected. That women 
in Tunisia and Bahrain spend slightly more time on the internet and their 
mobile phones than men may also point to an upcoming trend of women 
adopting new communication technology as early as men. With regard to 
still prevailing social restrictions for women’s physical movement in public 
spaces, social media might also have a compensatory function. 

Political participation on social media, as could have been expected as a 
result of the perceived importance of media after the Arab uprisings, only 
plays a minor role. Frustration with polarisation and unethical reporting 
seems to have led to mistrust of all kinds of media and political disengage-
ment in relation to media. Instead, social media are particularly used to 
mediate private communication and sustain existing social networks. This 
can be seen as an indicator that mediated communication is both a trigger 
and a coping mechanism for uncertainty in the everyday lives of young 
Arab people.
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Politics 

Mathias Albert & Sonja Hegasy

Young people in the Arab world are regarded as the prime movers 
behind the protests that shook the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
in 2010–11. On average, young people in the region today are better edu-
cated compared to their parents’ generation, yet their chances for upward 
social mobility are much lower, partly because job creation has not kept 
up with population growth. In addition, their freedom of movement to 
Europe and the United States has been restricted after the al-Qaida attacks 
in September 2001. It has become more difficult for them to move abroad 
for purposes of education (or merely for tourism), even when they have the 
financial means to do so (see Chapter 10). It may sound banal, but popular 
global holiday options like Airbnb or Homeexchange are out of reach for 
Arab youths. To put it succinctly, young people’s chances of realising their 
professional and personal aspirations have decreased considerably in the 
2000s, and many have experienced far-reaching changes themselves. The 
upheavals in the region, often described as the Arab Spring, reflected the 
politicisation of young adults with restricted means of expressing them-
selves politically.

This chapter traces how close to, or how alienated from, politics young 
people in the Arab world feel. ‘Politicisation’ here primarily pertains to 
a high level of sensibility regarding political issues marking the ‘end of 
post-colonialism’ (Dabashi 2012). At the same time, a large number of 
young people claim not to be interested in politics, which they often associ-
ate with pure party politics. The findings show that a political system ruled 
by a ‘strong man’ at the top is relatively unpopular among young people in 
the region, except for the case of Palestine. 

The rapid pace of political shifts in the region has more often than 
not invited only summary analysis and observations on the macro-scale 
of international politics. Often, the assessments of and attitudes towards 
these developments by the people most affected, i.e. the populations of the 
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countries in the MENA region, remain overlooked. These populations are, 
however, important subjects as well as agents of political and social change. 
The present study presents a unique opportunity to inquire about the views 
that young people living in the region have on a range of political matters 
six years after the uprisings began in the region. It can only be a snapshot of 
the situation in 2016, but it does provide insight into the self-perception of 
those aged 16–30.

This chapter not only presents and analyses the range of attitudes and 
opinions held by young people in the region, it also seeks to assess the 
degree to which political issues matter to them, and then looks into how 
interested young people are in politics. A general interest in politics can be 
seen to form the basis for any kind of productive engagement in the polit-
ical process, although political interest does usually not fully translate into 
civic engagement or political mobilisation. The trust that young women 
and men in MENA countries have in various institutions, most notably 
the state, is also examined. Here, an essential question is to what degree 
do young people want the state to play a role in their respective societies. 
Connected to but somewhat separate from issues of trust in the state are 
youth attitudes towards the political system in general. The issue here is not 
only satisfaction with the form of the political system they live under, but 
also preferences regarding possible alternatives.

The views that young people have on Arab Spring events in the MENA 
region are also addressed. The issue here is not primarily whether they wel-
comed specific developments, but in particular their views of their effects 
on political and social change. It is noteworthy that, in retrospect, respon-
dents to the qualitative survey see the popular uprisings that have swept the 
region since 2010–11 negatively, in light of the wars in Yemen, Syria, Libya, 
and the unstable situations in Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt. As a 25-year-old 
female respondent from rural Morocco said, ‘I have never taken part in any 
demonstration and do not intend to do so. These uprisings were fruitless. 
They still live with the political and economic problems, and the country is 
witnessing total destruction’ (MA-6). 

Themes and Issues

Political interest
Generally, young people’s statements and claims about politics and their 
interest in it need to be treated with caution. The country survey indicates 
that on average only 18 percent of young people are ‘interested’ or ‘very 
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interested’ in politics. While, most notably, 23 percent of young people in 
Egypt say they are interested or very interested, and 28 percent say so in 
Morocco, only 19 percent do so in Palestine, 16 percent in Lebanon, 13 per-
cent in Jordan, and 10 percent in Tunisia (Figure 12.1).

This level of interest in politics may appear rather low (and it is, if 
compared, for example, with the case of Germany, in Chapter 15). It is also 
necessary, however, to read these numbers with some additional quali-
fications, as they tend to hide sometimes vastly different understandings 
of what politics – and accordingly political interest – actually is. Thus, for 
example, in some of the qualitative interviews, when asked about ‘politics’, 
interviewees understood the term only in the sense of pure party politics 
or as purely national politics of the country they live in, and it was these 
kinds of politics in which they said they had no interest. In these cases, the 
lack of interest in politics often reflected distrust in and frustration with 
politicians. A 30-year-old woman from Marrakesh, Morocco, who had only 
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Figure 12.1 Political Interest
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attended primary school, said, ‘As I told you, I am not interested in politics 
. . . It does not work as well as it should . . . There are many problems, in 
politics, in education, they keep talking about fighting illiteracy, leaving 
school early, and we hear about this in the media. But they just keep talking 
and do not act’ (MA-9).

Other respondents made it clear, however, that beyond party politics, 
politics was very important for them in many other aspects of their daily 
life. In Yemen, an 18-year-old female participant responded, ‘I am not 
interested in politics since it is frustrating and wasteful. Politics is only for 
individual advantage, and it is all insincere. Politics plays a role in every-
thing in our life’ (YE-122). Nonetheless, some participants who also said 
they were not interested in politics went on to mention the shortcomings 
and corruption of the national healthcare system as a major problem that 
needs reform and an area the ‘Minister of Health should work on’ (MA-9). 
Others denied any ‘interest in politics’, as they took the question to mean 
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Figure 12.2 Political Information
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their active involvement in politics. However, other respondents initially 
claimed no interest in politics, but continued to exhibit quite an intense 
interest in international political issues when asked about their priorities 
regarding national and foreign politics. Just weeks before Donald Trump’s 
swearing in as US president, many respondents were well informed about 
his political agenda. Many pointed to his policies of deporting Muslims 
from the United States and shutting down mosques, and noted his rejection 
of the idea of climate change. In this pattern, a female student from Casa-
blanca said that she was not interested in politics, but continued to answer 
the question directly following the one on an interest in politics. She stated, 
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Question 113 ‘If you look around 
the world, what kind of political sys-
tem would you prefer?’

Note Figures are given in per-
centages. Rounding errors can oc-
cur. | Political systems that achieve 
less than 2 percent in total are not 
represented (A socialist system; 
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country; A system without nation 
states).

Figure 12.3 Preferred Political System
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‘We are more interested in foreign policy, for instance, American policy. I 
don’t tend to follow politics generally. I don’t believe we have real politics 
here in Morocco that would make me want to follow it. The parliamentar-
ians make too many promises that they do not put into action when they 
become minister’ (MA-10). She also seemed well informed about the US 
presidential race and pointed to UNICEF and the United Nations Mission 
for the Referendum in Western Sahara, MINURSO, as two organisations 
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Table 12.1 Political Intentions (Actions Considered)

Total Bahrain Egypt Jordan Lebanon Morocco Palestine Tunisia Yemen

Participate in a demonstration 11  9 15  3 13  5  8 18 16

Participate in a strike 11  8 10  3 14 13 10 16 12

Join a political party  8  8  8  2 10  8  7  8 13

Participate in elections 30 12 40 16 35 21 27 39 47

Inform via internet/Twitter about joining group  8  3 10  5  9  9  7 13  6

Mobilise others via internet in order to act  8  2 10  7  8 13  6 15  8

Boycott certain goods 15  4 22 11 10 15 18 15 23

Distribute fl yers  7  1  7  7  6 11  5  5 11

Sign an online petition  5  2  8  4  7  9  4  6  3

Engage in an association 11  2  8  5 13 16 13 15 17

Act as a sprayer  4  1  6  3  3  9  3  4  4

Question 159 ‘If there is something important to you, and you want to be heard or have a political impact, 
which of the following possibilities would you probably or probably not consider doing? Would you …?’

Table 12.2 Political Participation (Actions Applied)

Total Bahrain Egypt Jordan Lebanon Morocco Palestine Tunisia Yemen

Participate in a demonstration 12 8 19  2 15  5 11 23 12

Participate in a strike  6 3  3  2 10  2 11  9  5

Join a political party  4 3  3  1  8  2  6  2  7

Participate in elections 22 9 36 14 21 15 22 24  2

Inform via internet/Twitter about joining group  2 0  2  3  2  1  3  3  2

Mobilise others via internet in order to act  2 0  1  2  3  3  3  2  3

Boycott certain goods  7 1 13  6  4  3 15  4  9

Distribute fl yers  2 0  1  2  2  3  2  3

Sign an online petition  1 0  2  1  2  1  1  1

Engage in an association  5 0  1  2  6  6 10  8  6

Act as a sprayer  1 0  1  1  1  1  2  2  2

Question 160 ‘Which of these possibilities have you already used or participated in?’

Note Figures are given in percentages for ‘Probably’ and ‘Certainly’. Rounding errors can occur. Syrian 
Refugees in Lebanon did not participate in this question (n=8,000).

Note Figures are given in percentages for ‘Yes’ (multiple answers possible). Rounding errors can oc-
cur. | Syrian Refugees in Lebanon did not participate in this question (n=8,000).
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where the United States plays a role in Morocco. The 30-year-old inter-
viewee from Marrakesh who first elaborated that she was ‘not at all’ inter-
ested in politics, continued by saying, ‘What is important to me is domestic 
politics. We are living in this country. There should be some justice first 
. . . I think healthcare is the priority, because people always live with these 
problems’ (MA-9). A 17-year-old female respondent from Alexandria who 

  291290

Table 12.1 Political Intentions (Actions Considered)

Total Bahrain Egypt Jordan Lebanon Morocco Palestine Tunisia Yemen

Participate in a demonstration 11  9 15  3 13  5  8 18 16

Participate in a strike 11  8 10  3 14 13 10 16 12

Join a political party  8  8  8  2 10  8  7  8 13

Participate in elections 30 12 40 16 35 21 27 39 47

Inform via internet/Twitter about joining group  8  3 10  5  9  9  7 13  6

Mobilise others via internet in order to act  8  2 10  7  8 13  6 15  8

Boycott certain goods 15  4 22 11 10 15 18 15 23

Distribute fl yers  7  1  7  7  6 11  5  5 11

Sign an online petition  5  2  8  4  7  9  4  6  3

Engage in an association 11  2  8  5 13 16 13 15 17

Act as a sprayer  4  1  6  3  3  9  3  4  4

Question 159 ‘If there is something important to you, and you want to be heard or have a political impact, 
which of the following possibilities would you probably or probably not consider doing? Would you …?’

Table 12.2 Political Participation (Actions Applied)

Total Bahrain Egypt Jordan Lebanon Morocco Palestine Tunisia Yemen

Participate in a demonstration 12 8 19  2 15  5 11 23 12

Participate in a strike  6 3  3  2 10  2 11  9  5

Join a political party  4 3  3  1  8  2  6  2  7

Participate in elections 22 9 36 14 21 15 22 24  2

Inform via internet/Twitter about joining group  2 0  2  3  2  1  3  3  2

Mobilise others via internet in order to act  2 0  1  2  3  3  3  2  3

Boycott certain goods  7 1 13  6  4  3 15  4  9

Distribute fl yers  2 0  1  2  2  3  2  3

Sign an online petition  1 0  2  1  2  1  1  1

Engage in an association  5 0  1  2  6  6 10  8  6

Act as a sprayer  1 0  1  1  1  1  2  2  2

Question 160 ‘Which of these possibilities have you already used or participated in?’

Note Figures are given in percentages for ‘Probably’ and ‘Certainly’. Rounding errors can occur. Syrian 
Refugees in Lebanon did not participate in this question (n=8,000).

Note Figures are given in percentages for ‘Yes’ (multiple answers possible). Rounding errors can oc-
cur. | Syrian Refugees in Lebanon did not participate in this question (n=8,000).
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also said she wasn’t interested in politics, stated, ‘Foreign politics affects 
Egypt more, because we are dependent on aid and imports’ (EG-5). 

The qualitative part of the survey showed that in contrast to their 
self-perception, respondents in fact debated political issues quite actively, 
and frequently. While, as illustrated, the lack of interest in politics might 
only pertain to specific kinds or aspects of politics, a number of respondents 
had obviously been turned away from politics through distrust in the polit-
ical system, political parties, parliament or politicians. Others, quite simply, 
indicated that they had other things to worry about. Of note, only 4 per-
cent of Syrian refugees say they are interested or very interested in politics.

Without exception, although to varying degrees, political interest in 
all countries studied is higher among young men than young women, and, 
almost without exception, the level of political interest relates to the level of 
education (the more education, the more interested). There is also a strong 
tendency among young people who have a budget of their own to be more 
interested than those without financial means at their disposal, although 
the relationship is not a linear one. Marital status across different countries 
does not seem to make a big difference.

The differences between countries regarding the level of political inter-
est are not necessarily mirrored in the intensity with which young people 
seek information about politics. Thus, for example, only 14 percent in 
Egypt say they actively seek such information, while 23 percent say they 
are ‘interested’ or ‘very interested’ in politics, whereas in both Lebanon 
and Tunisia more claim to be seeking information than are interested in 
politics (21 percent versus 16 percent in the case of Lebanon, 21 percent 
versus 10 percent in the case of Tunisia). While some of these differences 
can be explained by those who claim to be ‘a little’ interested in politics still 
actively seeking information about it, the differences could also reflect that, 
at least to some degree, knowledge about politics might actually induce a 
turning away from it.

Regarding the sources of information used by those who actively inform 
themselves about politics, it is interesting to note that in most countries, 
television remains the most important source, although, unsurprisingly, it 
is closely followed by the internet (see Table 11.3). In the case of Jordan, 
Morocco, and Bahrain, the internet has already surpassed TV in this respect. 
In most countries face-to-face conversation remains the third most import-
ant source of information, after TV and the internet.

Being interested in politics of course is something different from 
somehow being active in the political realm. Regarding the latter, it is also 
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necessary to distinguish between the consideration of different means of 
political action on the one hand and actual activity on the other. Regard-
ing the latter, participating in elections as a ‘regular’ form of participation 
allegedly stands out in all the countries,1 followed by boycotting certain 
goods for political reasons. Even though it is not unusual that interviewees 
tick off ‘boycott’ as a form of political action in any country, as it requires 
the least commitment in terms of resources, it is still noteworthy that boy-
cotting goods is a prominent form of political action in the Middle East, 
with Yemen and Egypt even surpassing Palestine in this respect. This can 
partly be seen in the context of widespread debates on boycotting goods 
from Denmark and from Israel and growth of the Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions (BDS) movement over the last decades.

On average, the next most important activities considered beyond 
boycott and elections are ‘engaging in an association’, ‘participating in a 
demonstration’, and in ‘strikes’, but differences between countries are rela-
tively significant. Contrary to widespread assumptions, when asked about 
political actions considered, mobilisation via the internet is low, at 8 percent 
(‘probably’ or ‘certainly’). It even falls to 2 percent when asked ‘Which of 
these possibilities have you already used or participated in?’ Thus, for exam-
ple, only 7 percent of young people in Jordan would ‘probably’ or ‘certainly’ 
consider mobilising others via the internet and 5 percent would engage in 
an association. Fifteen percent of those in Tunisia would mobilise others via 
the internet, and 13 percent of those in Morocco. In Yemen, the third most 
frequent political action considered is ‘engaging in an association’. 

In all countries, there is a stronger inclination among young men to 
become politically active than among young women. The difference is 
pronounced, 34 percent of males versus 25 percent of females show a high 
degree of willingness to be politically active (registering 2.1 points on a scale 
of 1–3, where 1.0 is ‘no willingness’; see Table 8.8, cf. Table 12.1). On the 
other hand, the situation is reversed when it comes to a low, but still exis-
tent degree of willingness to be politically active: here 37 percent of females 
are engaged versus 33 percent of males (representing 1.1–2.0 points). When 
asked about political actions undertaken, most people had already taken 
part in an election. This group, however, represents only one-fifth of respon-
dents. Twelve percent had participated in a demonstration, with Tunisians 
scoring the highest, with 23 percent. Other forms of political action, such as 
going on strike, or joining a political party scored far lower, at 2–6 percent. 

1. This could, however, reflect a research bias of international surveys carried out in the region. 
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While at first glance one might expect that differences in social char-
acteristics with regard to considering or executing political action would 
mirror the relevant differences regarding political interest in general, the 
picture is mixed when looking at individual countries and individual aspects 
of political participation. Thus, for example, Tunisia registers more young 
women than men who have considered participating in or have actually 
participated in an election. In many other countries, a gender difference, 
skewed toward young males, exists but is not strongly pronounced. 

From a list of 28 aspects of personal life important to the interviewee, 
‘being politically active’ scored lowest, which again reflects the frustra-
tion with political developments in recent years. With the exception of 
Yemen, the lack of importance of engaging in politics was consistent across 
the countries. In other words, from the Syrian refugees to Moroccan and 
Bahraini youths, being politically active ranked lowest in all countries, and 
in Yemen it ranked second lowest. As argued above, however, this lack of 
interest may not pertain to politics in a broad sense, but mainly to formal 
politics and corrupt elite politics.

When asked about their preferred political system (Figure 12.3), a reli-
gious state based on Sharia was not among the first or second preferences in 
any of the countries studied, save for Palestine, where 33 percent preferred 
such a political system, followed by 23 percent who opted for a democratic 
system. A democratic system received most support in Lebanon (69 per-
cent), Tunisia (52 percent), Egypt (51 percent), and among Syrian refugees 
(52 percent). Only 25 percent of the young people in Egypt stated that they 
wanted a ‘strong man’ to govern the country. A preference for strong-man 
rule received most support in the monarchies, that is in Jordan (32 percent) 
and Morocco (27 percent), as well as in Bahrain (60 percent).

A state in demand? 
There are a number of crucial consistent patterns across most countries in 
the region when it comes to views regarding the role the state should play 
in society and on the role that it actually does play. The study finds that the 
state is valued highly among young people: almost all respondents either 
would prefer a larger role for the state in daily life or think it is ‘good as it is’. 
Only a very small faction (2–6 percent) of young people would prefer the 
state to play a smaller role in daily life. This is an important finding regard-
ing both the legitimacy as well as the desired role of the state in the mena 
region. It helps to understand why the divestiture of the state and its institu-
tions in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and Libya, as well as the wish for regime change 
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in other countries (as in Egypt and Palestine, and possibly Morocco) are 
often viewed quite sceptically, even if state institutions do not deliver on 
their promises to their citizens.

In almost all countries studied, the three rights that young people deem 
most important are the absence of violence, security of basic needs, and free-
dom of opinion and speech.1 The choice of these rights gives the first clue as 
to why demands as well as hopes connected to the state are high. Increasing 
instability affects every aspect of youths’ lives. Social and physical security 
as classical responsibilities of the state are most important among those 
surveyed, no matter their age. Differences are more pronounced among 
the other rights, reflecting the particular situation in the respective coun-
tries. Thus, for example, respondents in Egypt value freedom of movement 

1. Respondents were given a list of seven rights and asked to identify the three most important 
to them (Question 111). 
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Figure 12.4 Role of State in Daily Life
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slightly higher (31 percent) than the freedom to elect political leaders (24 
percent) or minority rights (19 percent). In spite of this ranking, the valua-
tion of the freedom to elect political leaders was higher in Egypt than in any 
other country. In Palestine, basic rights for minorities play only a minor role 
(6 percent), whereas freedom of movement is highly valued (43 percent). 

The picture changes markedly when it comes to the question of whether 
the state can actually provide the respective rights that young people 
deem as most important to them. Whereas 89 percent in both Egypt and 
Jordan, as well as 87 percent in Morocco, say that the state can ensure an 
absence of violence, only 50 percent of young people in Palestine believe 
it can and even fewer in Lebanon (42 percent) and Yemen (41 percent). 
The perception is similar regarding security of basic needs, where again the 
opinion that the state can secure this right is highest in Egypt (89 percent), 
Jordan (88 percent), and Morocco (80 percent) and lowest in Palestine 
(46 percent), Yemen (43 percent), and Lebanon (35 percent).1 In Yemen, 
where war is being waged without much international attention or efforts 
at resolution, youth are especially hopeless about their security and their 
ability to find work. An 18-year-old single woman from the governorate of 

1. The figures for Syrian refugees have been excluded here, where numbers in relation to the 
capacity of the state to provide valued rights are lowest. 
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Table 12.3 Three Most Important Rights

Total Bah-
rain

Egypt Jor-
dan

Leba-
non

Mo-
rocco

Pales-
tine

Tuni-
sia

Ye-
men

Syrian 
Ref.

Absence of 
violence

85 99 76 79 88 81 82 86 78 94

Security of basic 
needs

83 95 81 76 75 59 86 76 94 93

Basic rights for 
minorities

28 82 19 32 19 33  6 23 17 20

Freedom of opin-
ion and speech

48 22 37 45 63 56 64 63 44 35

Freedom of 
 assembly

11  0 10 19  9 22  7 16  5  7

Freedom to elect 
political leaders

14  0 24 18 16 17 12 11 17  8

Freedom of 
movement

29  0 31 19 30 24 43 25 44 42

Question 111 ‘Please rank the three most important rights for you.’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Indicated are the frequencies of the three most 
important ranks.



Politics | 253 

Abyan said, ‘We lost security with the spread of unjustified bombings and 
deliberate murders without any deterrent or punishment. All these issues 
are consequences of the absence of the state’ (YE-122).

Across a range of rights, Palestine, Yemen, and Lebanon stand out with 
respect to young people’s perception of the state’s limited ability to pro-
vide the basic rights most valued, largely reflecting the degree of fragility 
of statehood in these places compared to other countries in the region. 
This situation is only partly mirrored in attitudes towards the question of 
whether the state should play a larger role in daily life: whereas 91 percent of 
young Lebanese – more than in any other country – think the state should 
play a larger role, the values for Palestine (73 percent) and Yemen (82 per-
cent) are somewhat lower. Tunisia is similar to Lebanon in that most young 
people prefer a larger role for the state in daily life (90 percent). Although 
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Table 12.4 Trust in Institutions

Total Bah-
rain

Egypt Jor-
dan

Leba-
non

Mo-
rocco

Pales-
tine

Tuni-
sia

Ye-
men

Syrian 
Ref.

Family 91 94 92 71 94 88 97 96 96 95

Educational 
system

78 97 64 86 82 73 87 67 73 74

Military 77 95 85 75 93  n. a. 52 87 59 74

Public health 
system

73 98 64  n. a. 66 66 79 66 68 72

Police 68 96 77 39 73  n. a. 72 63 50 71

Legal system 
and courts

64 94 73 52 58 53 70 65 51 57

Government 63 95 80 91 34 51 62 43 46 65

Religious 
organisations

58 89 52 59 49 56 61 42 59 51

Media 57 48 49 87 61 58 68 46 40 55

Trade unions 53 89 44 79 55 45 54 36 26 47

Human rights 
NGOs

53 86 39 46 53 49 57 35 44 64

Tribe 51 86 25 50 33 48 71 17 66 61

Parliament 46 89 44 54 34 41 41 36 28 49

United Nations 44 16 36 96 45 41 31 33 23 79

Neighbourhood 
associations

40 87 34 28 13 55 49 27 43 20

Parties 38 86 33 47 33 40 39 20 23 23

Zawiya (religious 
school)

28 83 26  n. a. 13 47 20 10  6 18

Militas 
(armed groups)

24 12 25 90  9  n. a. 23  6 16  8

Question 114 ‘What about your trust in diff erent institutions?’ ‘Trust’ & ‘Limited Trust’.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. n. a. = not applicable.
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in Jordan and Morocco the numbers are lowest in this respect, there is still 
a majority in both countries that would like to see a larger role for the state 
(63 percent in Jordan and 53 percent in Morocco). 

Those who wish to see a larger role of the state in daily life were asked 
whether that larger role should pertain to the issues of social security, sur-
veillance, transparency, or other issues. In most cases, social security was 
valued higher than surveillance, and surveillance higher than transparency, 
and ‘other’ invariably ranking fourth. The only two countries in which sur-
veillance, expressing the wish for physical security, was valued significantly 
higher than social security were Jordan (28 percent social security versus 
48 percent surveillance) and Lebanon (51 percent social security versus 65 
percent surveillance). This is less surprising for Lebanon, where the absence 
of the state is widely deplored, as well as in Jordan, which (like Egypt) sees 
itself as a frontline state with joint borders with Israel. In Yemen, these two 
sectors were equally important (61 percent surveillance, 60 percent social 
security). 

These different preferences highlight that the demand for a larger role 
of the state in daily life does not necessarily pertain to a wish for the state 
to have more power, but often accompanies a desire for a more effective, 
efficient, and legitimate performance by state institutions. Thus, for exam-
ple, while 48 percent of young people in Jordan who want a larger role for 
the state would prefer more activity in the area of surveillance, Jordan 
in comparison to other countries in the region also has the lowest trust 
in the police as an institution (39 percent). In general, trust in various 
institutions, state as well as non-state, varies widely across countries. The 
family remains the most trusted institution. The three other institutions 
in which trust is consistently high – above 50 percent in all countries 
studied – are the education system, the military, and the legal system/
courts. 

Trust in the educational system on the one hand mainly means trust in 
individual teachers, who are also cited as role models in some of the qualita-
tive answers. On the other hand, sharp criticism of the educational system 
– particularly the on-going privatisation of education from kindergarten 
to university – is expressed throughout the qualitative interviews. By now, 
most families, from household helper to university professor, will save their 
money in order to enrol their children in private institutions of learning 
(see Mazawi and Sultana 2010). Nonetheless, in relation to other institu-
tions, trust in the educational system remains rather high, ranging from 64 
percent in Egypt to 87 percent in Palestine. 
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Regarding other institutions, variations in the level of trust are wide 
among those that do not consistently rank above 50 percent. One consis-
tent pattern, confirmed in the qualitative interviews as well, is that trust in 
government is usually always higher than trust in parliament or in political 
parties, and that religious organisations command a high level of trust. In 
Lebanon and Tunisia, however, trust in religious organisations is below 50 
percent. 

Events since 2011
Asef Bayat (2013) has pointed to widespread feelings of despair and disap-
pointment following the MENA region uprisings. He shows how revolutions 
were increasingly regarded negatively in the context of failed post-colonial-
ism in the second half of the twentieth century. In the post-Fanonian, post-
Aflaq, and post-Banna world,1 the revolutionaries became bureaucrats and 
dictators, and the ideal of revolution largely disappeared from the region. 
Instead, reform became the main ideal for achieving change. Thus, Bayat 
argues, the demands of 2011 were for reform, not about reversals of the 
social orders and political systems. The protesters did not adopt methods 
or means for a takeover or prepare themselves for such. Thus, the uprisings 
failed and brought about an outcome regarded as negative and destructive 
by both supporters and opponents.

In Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, and Tunisia, the number of those who say 
they have already participated in a demonstration is actually higher than 
for those who say they are considering doing so to have a political impact.2 
There are different possible, not mutually exclusive reasons for this remark-
able difference. In the events during and following 2011, many young people 
might have spontaneously participated in a demonstration without having 
previously considering doing so. Others may have participated in the past, 
and a lack of consideration to do so in the future reflected disillusionment 
with the impact of political action. A 29-year-old male from Egypt who 
had never participated in demonstrations, and was not inclined to do so 
in the future either, still saw the events of 2011 as the turning point in the 
politicisation of youths. He said,

1. The influential political voices of Frantz Fanon, Michael Aflaq, and Hassan al-Banna offered 
different political visions for the post-colonial Arab world.
2. There is one aspect to bear in mind in this context: the case of young people under voting age 
who might consider participating in an election in the future, yet obviously have not had an 
opportunity to actually do so.
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Of course, before the January 25 Revolution, politics was not im-
portant for me, as for a lot of people. We did not begin to know 
or understand politics and were not even interested except after 
the revolution. Then one started to follow the news and under-
stand the world – what is right and things like that – because of 
course, we were far away, or let’s say there was a barrier between us 
and these things. I think that there is no one in Egypt now who 
is not politically attuned. At least he will have a political opinion 
. . . Since the revolution, there is no one in Egypt who is not con-
cerned with politics [ihtimam]. (EG-6)

To shed light on how the participants in the survey look at the events of 
2011 more than five years on, it is helpful to take a closer look at the terms 
used to refer to these events as well as statements invoking these references. 
Whereas the ‘Arab Spring’ is a term often used by observers outside the 
MENA region, according to the present survey, on average only 16 percent 
use this term (multiple answers were possible). The term conveys an idea 
of break-up and departure from outdated and dysfunctional governors and 
systems of government. Many also regard the Arab Spring as an element 
of foreign intervention (see Hegasy 2016). Eighty to ninety percent of 
all survey participants did not definitely disagree with the following two 
statements (answering ‘agree’ or ‘so-so’): ‘External actors instigated these 
events’ and ‘International actors have long worked for Arab regimes to fall’. 
From such a perspective, the preferred terms for describing the mobilisa-
tions since 2011 are rather ‘insurgency’, ‘riot’, ‘rebellion’, ‘civil war’, ‘coup’, or 
‘anarchy’. Seventy-four percent of interviewees used one of these six terms. 
Syrian refugees do not use the term ‘Arab Spring’, which for them reflects 
the fact that the protest movement turned into a civil war. They describe 
the protests primarily as ‘chaos’ and ‘anarchy’ (54 percent), and secondarily 
as foreign intervention (26 percent). Fifty-nine percent of all respondents 
used more positive terms like ‘Arab Spring’, ‘revolution’, ‘uprising’, or ‘pop-
ular movement’. Respondents in countries that did not directly experience 
the protest movements, such as Lebanon, Palestine, and, to a lesser degree, 
Jordan, also tend to regard them as foreign interventions and chaos. 

Nearly one-third of respondents preferred the term ‘revolution’. In Tuni-
sia, it was more prominent among those aged 16–20. In Egypt, 65 percent 
of respondents selected ‘revolution’, with no strong variation between age 
groups. Male and female responded alike in this instance, and the num-
bers are basically the same across all social strata. Although in the eyes of 
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foreign observers little might have changed in Egypt, as the head of state 
is still a former military general – like the deposed Hosni Mubarak – two 
reasons for the use of ‘revolution’ need to be taken into consideration. First, 
‘revolution’ is the official, state-sponsored term used by all national media 
for developments since January 2011. Second, the fall of Mubarak is still 
regarded as unprecedented in Egypt’s post-colonial history and counts as 
an example of self-empowerment unthinkable during the preceding forty 
years. It is an event that citizens regard as a complete turnaround, i.e. a revo-
lutionary situation. Most young people in the region – when asked whether 
related events continue today, and whether the revolution remains on-go-
ing – answered in the positive, with responses ranging from 43 percent in 
Egypt to 76 percent in Tunisia. All regimes in the Middle East have, obvi-
ously successfully, adopted the term ‘revolution’ and present themselves as 
the solution to the grievances voiced in 2011.
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Question 119 ‘How would you judge the following statements? ‘With the events, we are better off  to-
day’?’ Answer options: Disagree; So-so; Agree.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.

Figure 12.5 ‘With the events, we are better off today’
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The three expressions preferred in non-Arab Spring countries to describe 
the uprisings were ‘foreign intervention’ (20 percent) and ‘Arab Spring’ (19 
percent) in Jordan; ‘anarchy’ (42 percent) and ‘foreign intervention’ (33 
percent) in Lebanon; and ‘foreign intervention’ (39 percent) and ‘anarchy’ 
(33 percent) in Palestine. Among the statements offered to describe the 
events since 2010–11, most participants did not agree with the following 
two statements: ‘With the events, we are better off today’ and ‘The events 
enabled Islamic solidarity to grow’. Among the participating countries, ‘we 
are better off today’ received its highest approval in Egypt (about one-quar-
ter of respondents), which in part explains the rather high regard for the 
military in Egypt (Figure 12.5).

In Egypt in response to whether the Muslim Brotherhood had made 
these events happen, 42 percent (with no distinct variation according 
to age) answered in the negative. Significantly higher rates of the same 
response were given in Tunisia, Yemen, as well as among Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon. In terms of being better off today because of the changes, 72 per-
cent of Tunisian respondents said they were not. This underlines major dis-
satisfaction with developments in Tunisia although the country is regarded 
as the only ‘success story’ in the region.

As stated above, the majority of young people today have rather nega-
tive impressions of the uprisings. A 26-year-old Moroccan woman with a 
secondary school education from a developed town (in terms of infrastruc-
ture), said: 

‘I did not like them, because so many innocents lost their lives. If 
the problem is political, the politicians should solve this problem 
with opposition politicians. Why do innocent people have to pay 
for this? I do not want society to be the scapegoat, but now ev-
erywhere we see kids becoming orphans, homeless and exiled . . . 
What I associate with the Arab Spring is that, if someone is faced 
with social injustice, he might commit suicide. This gave rise to 
the youth revolution, because they felt this injustice. Too much 
oppression gives birth to an explosion. So, I associate the Arab 
Spring with this. This is how it started. It started because of injus-
tice and false promises’ (MA-4). 

Some respondents mentioned activities they participated in due to the 
mobilisation triggered in 2011 – like protests against water and electricity 
shortages and training for healthcare services – but overall they expressed 
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feeling deceived. As a 19-year-old Yemeni respondent with no income 
stated, ‘I first thought that these uprisings were aiming to defeat the cor-
ruption in these countries to achieve development. However, we found that 
they only made things worse’ (YE-2). 

Youth and Politics: The Road Ahead
Two important findings from the survey data on politics merit particular 
emphasis: the high degree of reliance on the state for social security (which 
is regarded as its main priority) and the high degree of references to foreign 
involvement in regard to the events of 2010/11 (which should not neces-
sarily be interpreted as adhering to conspiracy theories). The high level of 
dissatisfaction of young people in Tunisia with their situation in 2016 com-
pared to pre-2011 is also noteworthy. One of the most important insights 
to be gained from this study is that despite a high degree of disillusionment 
and feelings of insecurity, young people have not completely lost interest in 
or turned away from politics. The level of interest and of political activity 
is low, but the qualitative interviews suggest that survey questions about 
politics need to be taken with a grain of salt. The interest in politics (or lack 
thereof ) indicated by young people often pertains only to ‘high’ formal, 
institutional, or party politics. There remains a broader understanding of, 
and a higher degree of engagement with, everyday politics. Youth are not 
totally discouraged by or turning away from institutional politics. As this 
survey shows, their views of politics rather go hand in hand with demands 
addressed to state institutions (and not, most notably, supplementary non-
state organisations). There remains, in other words, significant potential 
among young people for constructively changing the political order of the 
future.
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Mobilisation

Nadine Sika & Isabelle Werenfels1

The 2010–11 Arab uprisings marked a peak of youth mobilisation in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, with young people 
assuming the role and showing the capacity to develop and alter state-so-
ciety relations. In the aftermath of the Arab uprisings and the toppling of 
long-standing Arab rulers, the focus of researchers and policymakers on 
youth (mass) mobilisation abated. Attention instead shifted to the role 
of youth as agents for change in the MENA polities as well as to what was 
increasingly seen as disillusionment with formal political processes, even in 
politically pluralist or democratising contexts, such as Lebanon, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and, until 2013, Egypt. This does not, however, imply that youth 
in the post-Arab uprising era have not been mobilising for political or 
social causes and change. On the contrary, the findings point to the fact 
that despite increased socio-economic problems in the aftermath of the 
so-called Arab Spring, and despite the crackdown of incumbent regimes 
against activists, a large number of young people continue to mobilise. They 
engage more actively, however, to attain socio-economic goals than political 
change. Also, mobilisation has taken more diverse shapes.

In the first two years following the Arab uprisings, youth political mobil-
isation was very high across the region. Strong protest movements emerged 
from Bahrain to Morocco, calling for various political reforms, good gover-
nance, and political accountability. Reactions of incumbent Arab regimes 
varied from using excessive coercion of some young political activists to 
co-opting others under the regime’s umbrella, to employing a few political 
reforms, like altering some provisions in the constitution, changing the gov-
ernment, or calling for new elections. These so-called authoritarian upgrad-
ing measures have led to the waning of political activism and a return to old 
and new forms of civic activism. This activism does not directly threaten 

1. The authors would like to thank Barbara Heckl for her excellent and precise comments.
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or challenge the existence of MENA regimes, but it is rather centred upon 
incremental social, political, and economic change. Hence, mobilisation 
and participation may not necessarily be directed against a regime per se, 
but may well include collective action within the confines or even in sup-
port of these regimes (Albrecht 2008). 

Community and grassroots activism are important types of youth 
mobilisation, where youth who face the same challenges mobilise others 
to their cause. For instance, they could mobilise to find secure housing or 
access to healthcare. An example of such single-issue protest movements 
was the 2015 #YouStink movement in Lebanon, in which activists, first in 
the virtual sphere and later physically, mobilised against the ineptness of 
the government to pick up and dispose of garbage in Beirut.

New forms of mobilisation and participation across the region include 
establishing youth initiatives and business start-ups. These reach out to 
other young people through training sessions for those lacking access to 
good education or business opportunities. Mobilisation could also be trig-
gered by simple information. For instance, in Tunisia a watchdog organisa-
tion, Al Bawsala, tweeted ‘live’ from the Constituent Assembly’s debates on 
women’s rights in the new constitution and sparked immediate protests by 
activists in front of the parliament. In Egypt, the sexual harassment debate 
on Twitter following rapes in Tahrir Square in summer 2014 mobilised 
anti-sexual harassment activists trans-regionally. Mobilisation beyond the 
national arena is similarly taking place across social media with regard to 
human rights issues in the MENA region (Transfeld and Werenfels 2016). 

The growing role of social media in Arab youth mobilisation has been 
reflected in the notion (even if exaggerated) of the Facebook and Twit-
ter ‘revolutions’, as dubbed in Western media when referring to the 2008 
demonstrations in Egypt. Here two young Egyptians were the driving force 
in mobilising for demonstrations via the internet, and in doing so, laid the 
foundation for what was later to become the April 6 Movement (Herrera 
2012).

Youth are active in different types of organisations ranging from parties 
and unions to non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and religious associa-
tions that work for the eradication of poverty, enhancement of education, and 
promotion of gender equality as well as improvement of the environment. 
These young people might not necessarily mobilise against the regime, but 
could be working with governmental institutions to promote their causes. 
Some young activists also choose to mobilise openly in favour of existing 
systems or rulers, for instance, the youth-based Mustaqbal Watan, a political 
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party in Egypt whose members advocate and mobilise people to support 
social and political decisions of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s regime. 

The data confirms and further nuances this diffuse and broad picture of 
mobilisation, as it provides the basis for profound understanding of mobil-
ised youths. We define mobilised youth as those who are prepared to engage 
in (organised) political action, that is, a demonstration or a strike, to make 
their voices heard and have a political impact. They are those who display 
higher political and civic participation levels than the rest of the youth pop-
ulations in the Arab countries analysed in this study.1

This chapter seeks to understand four sets of questions with regard to 
mobilised youth, irrespective of whether they are in favour of or in oppo-
sition to their ruling regime: Who mobilises? Where and how do they 
mobilise? Why do they take to political or civic action? What is their rela-
tionship to the state and for which visions of society or the political order 
do they mobilise?

Levels of Mobilisation: Egypt in the Lead
This study by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) analyses the degree of Arab 
young people’s intent to mobilise through a political intention index, which 
is based on the inclination of young people to engage in specific political 
activities, such as elections, demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, and member-
ship in civic or political organisations. Despite a generally low interest in 
politics (see Chapter 12), the survey results show that almost one-third of all 
youth (30 percent) can be considered mobilised, based on a high degree of 
political intention. Slightly more than one-third engage to a low degree (34 
percent), and a similar number is not active at all (36 percent) (see Table 13.1). 

Across countries, however, the inclination to politically mobilise var-
ies widely. Egypt is at the top end of the spectrum, with the largest per-
centage of mobilised youths (41 percent). This could, at least in part, be 
explained by a highly polarised and ideological landscape in which each 
camp strongly mobilises against its ‘foe’. In addition, since the 2011 uprising 
until 2014, prior to Sisi’s inauguration, there has been a surge in the level 
of youth political participation. That there have been two parliamentary 
elections (in 2011 and 2016), two presidential elections (in 2012 and 2014), 
and two constitutional referendums (in 2011 and 2014) has provided young 
people with venues for participation more so than in other countries in the 

1. This chapter does not include Syrian refugees in Lebanon, as their situation with regard to 
mobilisation fundamentally differs from that of youth living in their countries of origin.
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region, even Tunisia, where fewer elections have taken place. In Morocco 
(39 percent) and Tunisia (35 percent) as well, more than one-third of young 
people can be considered mobilised.

These results are not surprising, as Tunisia has the most open political 
system and political mobilisation bears few risks. Morocco, while not dem-
ocratic, has a pluralist and relatively competitive political system – elections 
were upcoming during the period interviews were conducted for this study 
– and with it a strong civil society, by regional comparison. Yemen, with more 
than one-third of youth engaged in a high level of political action (35 percent), 
can be explained by the political turmoil and polarisation between Houthis 
and the pro-Saudi camp against a backdrop of an uprising in 2011, an initial 
transition process, as well as a political history of a certain degree of pluralism.

At the low end of the regional spectrum is Bahrain followed by Jordan. 
For Bahrain, these results may be taken with a grain of salt, as the repression 
following the local uprising in 2011 may have made representatives of the 
oppressed Shi‘i majority population more hesitant to commit to political 
action or to even consider it. One 26-year-old Bahraini, who said that he 
was concerned about politics, put it this way, stating, ‘I am trying not to get 
too involved in politics, because involvement in politics is not good.’ The 
low degree of inclination to mobilise in Jordan can partly be explained by 
fear of repression, which was often cited in the qualitative interviews, but 
this low level of mobilisation also coincides with a high rate of satisfaction 
with the government and a strong sense of security as well. These factors 
can explain a desire not to rock the boat, especially against the backdrop of 
a neighbourhood witnessing violent domestic conflicts. 

These findings correspond with the relation found between mobilisa-
tion and insecurity: the less secure a young person feels, the more likely he 
or she is to mobilise. Of those feeling insecure, more than one-third tend to 
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Table 13.1 Political Mobilisation by Country

Country
TotalMo-

rocco
Tuni-
sia

Egypt Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Lebanon Ye-
men

Bah-
rain

None 31 25 21 52 34 35 19 69 36

Low 30 40 38 31 36 37 46 18 34

High 39 35 41 17 30 28 35 13 30

Questions 1, 159 & Political Intentions Index (cf. Table 8.8).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | For the definition of the catego-
ries see Table 8.8.

Table 13.2  Social Strata within Groups of Non-Active, Rather-Active and 
Very-Active Youths

Lowest 
stratum

Lower-middle 
stratum

Middle 
stratum

Higher-mid-
dle stratum

Highest 
stratum

Total

Distribution in % 14 21 27 22 16 100

No engagement 12 17 23 24 24 100

Low engagement 14 23 30 21 12 100

High engagement 15 24 28 21 12 100

Table 13.3  Distribution of Non-Active, Rather-Active and Very-Active Youths 
within Different Strata

Lowest 
stratum

Lower-middle 
stratum

Middle 
stratum

Higher-mid-
dle stratum

Highest 
stratum

Ø

No engagement 32 29 30 39 53 36

Low engagement 35 38 38 33 26 34

High engagement 33 33 32 28 22 30

Questions Strata Index (see Chapter 2 and Appendix) & Political Intentions Index (see Chapter 8; Table 8.8).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. Bold figures indicate values that are above the 
respective average.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. ø = average.
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highly engage in political action, while among those feeling secure, it is less 
than a quarter. Moreover, there are indications that where youth have been 
directly touched by violence, they are more likely to mobilise than where 
they have not. There is indeed a relation between repeated experiences with 
violence and a high degree of political activism. Of those who are highly 
politically active, about one-third (30 percent) experienced violence in 
more than one form. Of respondents with repeated exposure to violence, 
almost half were highly politically active.

Finally, pessimism appears to be a stronger driver of mobilisation than 
optimism. Overall, youth in the region tend to be optimistic about both 
their personal and their society’s future. Like the non-mobilised Arab 
youth, the majority of mobilised youth (59 percent) is optimistic. Among 
pessimists, however, a higher percentage is mobilised than among optimists 
(37 versus 29 percent), indicating that pessimism does not lead to political 
inaction. On the contrary, pessimists tend to be the more mobilised.

Mobilised Ideal Type: Middle Strata, Male, Unmarried
Across the MENA region, young people from the socio-economic middle 
strata are more mobilised than those from the highest stratum (see Chapter 
8) (Table 13.2). Yet the numbers differ strongly across countries. In Yemen, 
for instance, those from the lowest social stratum are the largest group 
among those with a high degree of political activism (30 percent). Morocco 
is the only other country in which the lowest stratum is represented fairly 
strongly (22 percent) among mobilised youths, with the largest group from 
the lower middle class (40 percent).

Within the highest stratum, the upper class, far more young people are 
politically inactive (53 percent) than active (22 percent). In the lower strata, 
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the lower class and the lower middle class, the percentage of mobilised and 
non-mobilised youth is fairly equal (about one-third each) (Table 13.3).

Another characteristic of mobilised youth is that a large majority is male 
(Table 13.4). Among those highly politically active, 59 percent are male and 
41 percent female. The gender gap with regard to mobilisation is highest 
in Yemen, 70 percent male compared to 30 percent female, followed by 
Bahrain. Several female interviewees in Yemen said they would like to be 
politically active, but hesitate due to the place traditionally ascribed to 
them by their family, society, and the state. On the other hand, the gender 
gap is lowest in Tunisia, with 53 percent of mobilised youths being male 
compared to 47 percent female. 

A further difference between those who are highly politically active to 
further political or social cause(s) and those who are not is their marital sta-
tus. Seventy-two percent of the mobilised youth are single, while 22 percent 
are married (Table 13.4). These numbers, however, need to be interpreted 
against the backdrop of two-thirds of those interviewed not being married. 
Even so, the degree of mobilisation among singles is higher than among the 
married. 
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Table 13.4 Political Action and Social Background

Political 
mobilisation

Number 
of cases

Gender Age Marital status Living
situation

Own budget

M F Years Single Married With parents Yes No

None 2,863 47 53 22.7 70 25 74 46 54

Low 2,759 48 52 23.1 65 28 71 41 59

High 2,378 59 41 22.8 72 22 77 40 60

Total 8,000 51 49 22.9 69 25 74 43 57

Figure 13.1 Types of Youth’s Civic and Political Engagement

Participate in elections Participate in a demonstration

Boycott buying certain goods Participate in a strike

Engage in an association

Mobilise others via internet in order to act

Join a political party
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Question 1, 160, Political Intentions Index (see Table 8.8).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Shown are the actual actions of 
those who are politically highly mobilised.
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In rural areas, the percentage of mobilised youth is slightly higher 
than in cities. Thirty-three percent of youth in rural areas are very active, 
compared to 28 percent in small cities and 30 percent in cities with more 
than 100,000 residents. In Egypt and Tunisia, mobilised youth tend to be 
more urban, whereas in Morocco and Yemen, the majority live in small 
cities.

Interestingly, with regard to age and occupational status, patterns 
between those not active at all and those mobilised barely differed. The two 
younger age cohorts (16–20 and 21–25) were slightly stronger represented 
among the mobilised than the group aged 26–30. The average age across 
the region of those displaying a high degree of political action (22.8 years 
old) and those not mobilised at all (22.7 years old) was virtually identical 
(Table 13.4). 

Finally, mobilised youth tend to be less religious than the non-mobilised 
youth population. While among the non-mobilised, 72 percent are quite or 
very religious, less than two-thirds among those with a high degree of polit-
ical intent characterised themselves as such (62 percent). Yet, among the 
mobilised, a minority of 37 percent fall into the category of having a low or 
rather low degree of religiosity. In Tunisia, almost two-thirds of those with 
a high degree of political intent said they have a low or rather low degree 
of religiosity. While this is an exception to the regional pattern, it is in line 
with overall degrees of religiosity in Tunisia. 

The data furthermore reveals that among very religious Arab youths, a 
large majority show no or limited political intentions. Generally, political 
intent is higher amongst the less religious than amongst religious youths. 
In two countries, it is particularly high: Yemen and Morocco. In Yemen, 
half (50 percent) of young people who declared a low degree of religiosity 
are mobilised, while in Morocco it is an astonishing 90 percent. Yet, it is 
not possible to draw the general conclusion from these two cases that the 
(more) secular are mobilising strongly where they are a tiny minority in 
very religious societies. For instance, in Jordan the percentage of some-
what religious youth is equally low, as in Morocco (8 percent), yet only 
18 percent of those somewhat religious show a high degree of political 
intent, the lowest figure among the eight countries. Mobilisation of the 
non-religious thus can be better explained with the national political con-
text and political conjunctures, such as upcoming elections in Morocco 
and political turmoil in Yemen, in which the stakes of the non-religious 
are particularly high, as religious actors tend to dominate the political or 
military arenas.
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Venues of Activism: Demonstrations Over Party Engagement
The most common type of political engagement amongst civically and 
politically active youth is participating in elections (34 percent) followed 
by demonstrations (29 percent). Participation in civic associations and 
political parties is rather low amongst mobilised youth. Only 9 percent 
participate in civic associations, while participation in political parties 
stands at 10 percent. Though a rather modest number, it is far higher than 
the 4 percent of overall youth engagement in parties. Mobilised youth are 
particularly interested in civic and political engagement in their respec-
tive schools and universities. These results are not surprising, as the public 
sphere has largely been closed to street politics in the MENA since the 
Arab uprisings. 
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The preferred channel of political or civic engagement again displays 
substantial variety across and within countries. In Tunisia, for example, 
demonstrations are more popular than elections with certain groups of 
youths (males, the middle classes, the unmarried, the rural). In contrast, 
Jordanian mobilised youth tend mainly to participate in elections, while 
almost never participating in demonstrations (Figure 13.1). Palestinian 
youths have the highest levels of participation in schools and universities, 
reflecting both their above average degree of political action and the curb-
ing of general mobilisation and of the public sphere in the Occupied Pales-
tinian Territories by both the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli military.

The main reason youth gave in most countries for not mobilising is the 
absence of initiatives in their immediate surroundings. This was closely fol-
lowed by the feeling that the struggle to make ends meet does not permit 
additional engagement. Perceptions of initiatives only serving those who 
lead them or not providing any income are further reasons for non-engage-
ment. Forty-two percent of non-mobilised youth say they do not engage 
civically because their family does not wish them to do so. Interestingly with 
regard to this reason for non-engagement, differences across the region are 
particularly large. Lebanon takes the lead, followed by Yemen. In contrast, 
in Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, and Tunisia, this real or perceived family con-
straint plays a minor role for non-engagement compared to other reasons.

In the context of the Arab uprisings, there was much debate concern-
ing the relation between mobilised youth and the use of social network-
ing sites, specifically in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, where mobilisation 
resulted in regime breakdown. The FES survey reveals that there is indeed 
a notable correlation between mobilisation and social networking sites. 
Mobilised youths’ average use of Facebook is 88 percent compared to 73 
percent of the rest of young people. Even though Twitter is used much 
less than Facebook, mobilised youth tend to use it more often than weakly 
or non-mobilised youth (26 percent versus 21 percent). Social networking 
sites are important venues for political mobilisation amongst activists. 
Fifteen percent mobilise their friends, family, and others against certain 
political positions (Table 13.5).

Online mobilisation is closely related to the medium for receiving news 
and political information. The survey shows that the internet is the second 
most important medium for receiving political information and news (64 
percent) amongst highly mobilised youth, after TV (68 percent), while the 
print press (newspapers) is the least important source (20 percent). The 
link between increasing use of internet communication technologies and 
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the degree of political intent as well as ensuing venues of actual engagement 
require further analysis by scholars and policymakers, since the internet is 
becoming the main source of both political knowledge and mobilisation, 
replacing ‘traditional’ sources of information. 

Priorities: Socio-economic Over Political
When asked the main reason behind their civic and political participation, 
the majority of mobilised youth said they are interested in helping the poor 
(26 percent), followed by helping other young people (24 percent). Interest 
in gender equality and in helping to integrate migrants and refugees tend to 
be of low interest to mobilised youth (Table 13.6). These results clearly show 
that mobilised youth are more interested in socio-economic change, than in 
political change per se. They also tend to reflect the general social and reli-
gious discourse in these countries, where policymakers and religious leaders 
tend to prioritise economic reforms over socio-political reforms. The low 
interest in gender equality is also a reflection of the patriarchal Arab societ-
ies in which these young mobilised people live. One might expect interest 
in refugee issues to be higher amongst mobilised youth compared to the 
rest, especially in Lebanon and Jordan, who host a high number of Syr-
ian and Palestinian refugees, but this was not the case, again showing this 
population’s inclination to conform with the rest of the society and to the 
political discourse in their countries. Generally, however, interest in politics 
is related to mobilisation. Two-thirds of young activists have an interest in 
politics, compared to one-third of the rest of the youth population. 

When asked about their most important concerns, activists tend to 
believe that security of basic needs is most important, followed by the 
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Table 13.5  Use of Social Networks

Mobilised 
youth

Weakly and non-
mobilised youth

Share music/videos/pictures 56 56
Discuss politics 18  8
Mobilise for politics 15  7
Oppose specifi c political positions 15  7
Discuss religious affairs 20 12
Mobilise for religion 20 11
Oppose religious positions 15  8

Question 155 ‘How do you use social networks like Facebook, blogs, or WhatsApp?’ (Respondents 
who answered ‘Always’ or ‘Frequently’).

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. 
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absence of violence. Freedom of expression is only third on their list of pri-
orities. In Bahrain and Egypt, freedom of expression ranked even lower. In 
Bahrain, the third priority was to provide basic rights for minorities, while 
in Egypt freedom of movement was the third most important issue of con-
cern (Tables 13.7). These results confirm that mobilised youth in the region 
tend to be more concerned with economic and security issues than with 
political issues. Though freedoms are important, mobilised youth tend to 
believe that a good standard of living with security is more important than 
freedom of expression. In Bahrain, it is understandable that for mobilised 
youth, minority rights are amongst the three most important issues: the 
majority of Bahrain’s population is Shi‘i, while the ruling family is Sunni. 
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Table 13.6 Main Reasons for Civic and Political Engagement

Mo-
rocco

Tuni-
sia

Egypt Jor-
dan

Pales-
tine

Leb-
anon

Ye-
men

Bah-
rain

To-
tal

For helping poor and 
vulnerable people

21 29 23 19 29 35 27 31 26

For the interest of the young people 21 15 37 22 26 30 25  5 24

For a better and cleaner 
environment

21 20 24 16 27 42 23  6 24

For improving living together in 
my area of residence

17 18 31 14 25 33 25  9 23

For elderly people who depend on 
help and support

19 28 16 15 27 37 19 27 23

For organising useful activities in 
the leisure time of young people

20 16 32 17 24 33 21  5 23

For the culture and traditions of 
my country

16 20 17 20 22 28 19 13 19

For improving the situation of 
disabled people

17 23 17 16 22 39 13 12 20

For guaranteeing safety and order 
in my area of residence

20 21 16 15 27 33 25 23 22

For my religious conviction 17 22 20 20 30 29 23 11 22

For equal rights of men and women 16 19 14 16 24 33 18  6 19

For social and political changes 
in my country

16 13 19 14 15 27 10 28 17

For better provisions for and inte-
gration of foreign migrants/refugees

17 16 11 11  9 16  5  9 12

For those who are coming from 
situations of armed confl icts

16 13 11 12  9 14 18  5 13

For other goals and groups 11 13 11 19 13 14  5  3 11

Question 161 ‘Do you engage for social or political goals or commit yourself for the benefit of other people for the 
following issues?’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Here: Percentage of those responding ‘Frequently’ among mobilised youth. 
Rounding errors can occur.
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Despite freedom of expression coming in third as a priority for mobil-
ised youth, their first choice for a political system is a democratic system 
(36 percent). In this they do not differ from the average youth population, 
amongst whom 37 percent also prefer a democratic system. The second 
preferred political system amongst mobilised youths is one led by a ‘strong 
man’ (23 percent), followed by a combined democratic and Islamic state 
(13 percent) (Figure 13.2). It is interesting to note that amongst the eight 
countries surveyed, youth activists living in the three monarchies – Jordan, 
Morocco, and Bahrain – tended to prefer living in states headed by strong 
men. Overall, only 12 percent of youth activists are interested in living in a 
religious state based on Sharia law. Interestingly, the highest percentage of 
youth activists interested in a religious state are in the Palestinian territories, 
with 30 percent preferring a purely Islamic state compared to 25 percent in 
favour of a democratic state. Activists in Lebanon and Bahrain on the other 
hand are the least interested in a religious state, registering 3 percent and 0 
percent, respectively (Figure 13.3). The paradox that Bahrain contains the 
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Question 113 ‘If you look around the world, what kind of political system would you prefer?’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Other information was not con-
sidered here, therefore 100 per cent was not achieved (n=8,000).

Note Data represented as an arithmetic mean of question 110 on a scale from 1 (‘Not at all impor-
tant’) to 10 (‘Totally important’).
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Table 13.7 Importance of Fundamental Rights

Morocco Tunisia Egypt Jordan Palestine Lebanon Yemen Bahrain Total

Degree of mobilisation Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High Low or 
none

High

Absence of violence 8.3 6.6 9.4 9.4 8.4 7.6 8.4 8.2 9.1 9.0 9.0 8.9 8.7 8.9 9.3 9.3 8.9 8.4

Security of basic needs 8.0 6.9 9.5 9.6 8.2 8.0 8.5 8.2 9.2 9.1 9.2 9.0 9.3 9.6 9.1 9.3 8.9 8.6

Basic rights for minorities 7.3 6.3 8.0 7.6 6.0 6.7 6.7 6.4 7.0 7.5 8.1 8.1 7.5 7.7 8.7 9.0 7.5 7.3

Freedom of opinion and speech 7.9 6.9 9.1 8.7 7.3 7.2 8.0 7.7 8.3 8.5 8.7 8.7 7.7 8.4 6.7 7.0 7.9 7.9

Freedom of assembly 7.5 6.7 8.7 8.4 6.8 6.7 7.3 7.2 7.3 7.9 8.5 8.5 4.6 6.2 6.1 6.2 7.1 7.3

Freedom to elect political leaders 6.8 6.4 7.7 7.5 6.9 7.1 5.9 5.5 6.3 7.1 7.6 8.0 6.1 7.6 5.4 5.8 6.5 7.1

Freedom of movement 7.5 6.7 8.8 8.5 7.4 7.4 7.3 6.9 8.1 8.4 8.6 8.4 7.6 8.4 6.1 6.3 7.6 7.7
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Mobilised youth Non-Mobilised Youth

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Strong man

Strong woman

Religious state based
on Sharia

Socialist system

Socialist/Islamic

Democratic

Democratic/Islamic
13

11

36

37

3

2

2

1

12

10

1

1

23

28

Question 113 ‘If you look around the world, what kind of political system would you prefer?’

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | Other information was not con-
sidered here, therefore 100 per cent was not achieved (n=8,000).

Questions 1, 110, 159. Note Data represented as an arithmetic mean of question 110 on a scale from 1 (‘Not at all impor-
tant’) to 10 (‘Totally important’).
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Figure 13.3 Preferred Political System by Country (Mobilised Youth)

Democratic/Islamic Democratic

Religious state based on Sharia Strong man

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Morocco

Tunisia

Egypt

Jordan

Palestine

Lebanon

Yemen

Bahrain

Questions 1, 113, 159.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.



Mobilisation | 273 

highest number of very religious among the mobilised could be related to 
Bahrainis’ above average satisfaction with the status quo as reflected in their 
levels of trust in institutions.

Trust in Institutions: Military First
Levels of trust are low with regard to state and non-state institutions 
amongst young Arabs as a whole. Nevertheless, mobilised youth tend to 
have lower levels of trust in state institutions than the rest of the survey 
population, but more trust in political parties and human rights organisa-
tions (Figures 13.4 and 13.5).

The highest level of trust amongst young people in general is in the 
military. This also holds for mobilised youth, with an average of 54 per-
cent saying that they have total trust in it. Tunisian and Lebanese activists 
have the highest trust levels in the military, at 79 percent, while the lowest 
levels are found amongst Palestinian activists, at 24 percent (Table 13.8). 
These results are not surprising, as the military in Tunisia did not side 
with long-time president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali during the uprisings, 
and in the new era, it has been vital in the fight against terrorism.1 In 
contrast to the police, the military has little corruption and no history 
of repression. On the other hand, in the Palestinian territories, there is 
no functioning military, only the National Security Forces, a police force 

1. One 30-year-old Tunisian reflecting this sentiment, simply remarked, ‘The army protects the 
Tunisian citizen against terrorists.’
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with paramilitary capabilities. With the rift between Hamas and the Pal-
estinian Authority after the 2006 parliamentary elections, the National 
Security Forces came into direct confrontation with Hamas, further 
enhancing violence and divisions amongst Palestinians. These develop-
ments help to explain the low levels of trust amongst Palestinian youth 
towards their military.

By contrast, trust in the police force is rather low among mobilised Arab 
youth, with only 28 percent saying that they have total trust in it. While the 
remaining youth population also has low levels of trust in the police, it still 
has more trust (42 percent) than mobilised youth (Figure 13.5). Trust in the 
judicial system is also very low at 27 percent among activists. The highest 
levels are amongst Egyptian activists, with 43 percent trusting the judicial 
system. These same activists, however, have less trust than the remaining 
Egyptian youth population, at 54 percent (Tables 13.8). The Egyptian judi-
ciary is known for its semi-impartiality and independence from the regime 
in some aspects.
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Figure 13.4 Trust in Institutions (Mobilised Youth)
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Trust towards the government is at 24 percent among mobilised respon-
dents. Lebanese activists have the lowest levels of trust in their government, 
with 63 percent not trusting it at all. Conversely, Jordanian and Bahraini 
activists display very high trust levels in their governments, 65 percent and 
80 percent respectively (Table 13.8). It remains unknown whether these 
findings are related to a better perceived performance by the governments 
of these two countries or to greater fear of criticising them.

The least-trusted state institution amongst mobilised MENA youth is 
the parliament. Only 12 percent of young activists trust their respective 
parliaments (Figure 13.4). There is no variance vis-à-vis the general youth 
population, whose trust levels towards the parliament are the same. This 
mirrors the awareness of young people in the region towards rigged elec-
tions and of the executive branch’s power over the legislature, thus further 
weakening parliament, essentially making it a mouthpiece of the rulers 
rather than the citizens’ representation. It is rather ironic to find Tunisian 
activists at the low end (10 percent) in level of trust of the parliament, along 
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Figure 13.5 Trust in Institutions (Non-mobilised Youth)
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with Bahrain (8 percent), Yemen (10 percent), and Palestine (10 percent) 
(Table 13.8). Tunisia is the only state in the region engaged in a democ-
ratisation process, and the youth there in general and mobilised youth in 
particular had high expectations in their first legitimate parliament and 
little patience for drawn-out political processes. One 25-year-old Tunisian 
stated, ‘The members of parliament make fake promises. They don’t achieve 
these promises. They are not credible. They don’t assume their responsi-
bilities towards the citizen.’ Other Tunisian youths speak of politicians as 
liars, engaged in squabbling, and working only for their personal interest. 
Basically, they expressed disappointment with the status quo and the lack 
of socio-economic change since 2011. This can also be discerned in Tunisian 
youths being the least satisfied with their opportunities in life, as the survey 
revealed.

Remarkably, trust in parliament is lower than trust in human rights 
organisations amongst mobilised and non-mobilised youth (Figures 13.4 
and 13.5). Political parties enjoy the least trust amongst youth, with 9 per-
cent. Youth activists have a little more trust than the rest of the youth, with 
12 percent. Activists in Bahrain and Tunisia tend to have the lowest trust 
in political parties, at 2 percent and 3 percent, respectively (Table 13.8). 
Like parliaments, political parties in the region tend to be perceived as 
mere window dressing, instruments for co-opting the opposition and for 
legitimating the rulers in the eyes of the international community. Politi-
cal parties rarely have a true say in political debates. Egypt is an interesting 
case in point. Since Sisi came to power, the number of political parties 
has surpassed those active during the Mubarak regime, but the majority 
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Table 13.8 Trust in Institutions by Country

Morocco Tunisia Egypt Jordan Palestine Lebanon Yemen Bahrain

Mobilised? [Highly] 
Yes

Weakly / 
No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly / 
No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly / 
No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly 
/ No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly 
/ No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly 
/ No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly 
/ No

[Highly] 
Yes

Weakly 
/ No

Military n. a. n. a. 79 72 61 70 48 61 24 28 79 85 36 33 26 20

Police n. a. n. a. 25 30 25 41 17 26 30 37 28 35 20 20 80 86

Judiciary 21  7 27 34 43 54 32 35 26 31 22 17 22 23 24 11

Government 17  4 10 16 26 45 65 82 22 27  9  9 16 16 80 83

Parliament 14  3 10  8 14 18 25 35 10 12 11  9 10 11  8  5

Human rights organisations 20 11 20 13 18 17 19 25 19 19 16 12 22 24  3  4

Religious organisations 25 14 14 11 25 35 39 51 24 24 19 15 26 37  4  4

Political parties 19  3  3  3 14  9 27 31 11  8 19  6  4  5  2  3

Question 114 ‘What about your trust in diff erent institutions?’ Here: ‘Trust’. Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.
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of these parties have established a coalition called ‘For the Love of Egypt’ 
(Fi Huub Misr). The coalition’s main role in parliament is to legitimise 
the regime.

Trust towards religious organisations stands at 22 percent amongst 
activists. Bahrainis have the least (4 percent), followed by Tunisians (14 
percent) and Lebanese (19 percent). Both Tunisian and Lebanese activists, 
however, have higher levels of trust in religious organisations than the rest 
of youth populations in their countries. 

Trust in human rights organisations stands at 18 percent amongst activ-
ists in the countries analysed, compared to 15 percent amongst non-activists. 
Trust is lowest in Bahrain, at 3 percent. Bahrain, Jordan, and Yemen are the 
only countries under analysis in which trust in human rights organisations 
is lower amongst mobilised youths than in the rest of the youth population 
(Table13.8).

Conclusion 
This chapter has identified main characteristics and priorities of mobilised 
youth in the MENA region and noted similarities and differences between 
the mobilised and the rest of the Arab youth populations. The mobilised 
youth tend to live in rural areas, be less religious, come from middle-in-
come strata, and be more interested in politics and more inclined to use the 
internet and social networking sites than the average population of young 
people. In addition, mobilised youth tend to be bachelors. They are also 
more likely to have experienced violence, and more likely to be pessimistic 
than the rest of the youth population.
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The trust levels of mobilised youth in both state and non-state institu-
tions tend to be in line with those of the general population. Neverthe-
less, on average their trust levels in formal state institutions are lower than 
among the rest of young people, with parliaments receiving particularly low 
ratings. Mobilised youth, however, exhibit higher levels of trust in non-gov-
ernmental institutions than do non-activists. When it comes to the anxiet-
ies they face and the types of political order they prefer, mobilised youth 
tend to follow the trends within their respective countries more so than 
trends in other countries.

The national political and social contexts and recent history of a coun-
try have a strong impact on patterns of mobilisation. Young people living 
in republics who experienced regime breakdown after the Arab uprisings 
tend to be more mobilised than youth living in Arab monarchies. At the 
same time, the degree of pluralism and political freedoms as well as spe-
cific political conjunctures and characteristics (e.g. frequency of elections) 
may override the republic versus monarchy pattern and have an important 
impact on mobilisation levels across the region.

Yet, mobilised youth are not primarily concerned with political issues, 
such as freedom of speech. Rather, security of basic needs and an absence of 
violence are their top concerns. Overall, those mobilised are not more con-
cerned with political freedoms and civic rights, including minority rights, 
than non-activist Arab youth. Their focus is primarily on socio-economic 
rights and social issues. This explains, last but not least, why youth mobil-
isation patterns in the only Arab country rated ‘free’ by Freedom House, 
Tunisia, barely differ from those in the rest of the MENA region (Pudding-
ton and Roylance 2017).
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Civic Engagement

Friederike Stolleis

Studies on the role and nature of civil society in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) have come to different conclusions over time. 
Until the early 1990s, European and US-American academics described 
MENA societies as being largely apathetic and passive, and dominated by 
tribal and religious ties, leaving little room for Western-style civil society 
and even less for young people. This picture was challenged in the mid-
1990s by a new approach, which held that civil society in the region could 
represent a decisive element for democratic transformation processes (Nor-
ton 1995, 1996). Supporting civil society subsequently made its way into 
Western development cooperation with MENA countries. As democratic 
transitions failed to materialise, however, the enthusiasm for civil society 
started to fade. Only with the Arab Spring did the interest of analysts as 
well as practitioners return to civil society. As the recent uprisings were 
in large part initiated or supported by youth, young people in the MENA 
region shifted into focus as potential mediators of positive change. On the 
basis of empirical results, this chapter analyses the motivations of young 
men and women for civic engagement as well as their commitment to civil 
society organisations.

Civil Society Organisations and the Arab Spring
Religious charities, guilds, and educational institutions represent age-old 
forms of non-governmental organisation in the MENA region, dating back 
centuries. Civil society organisations (CSOs) in today’s understanding, such 
as trade unions, professional associations, and student committees, only 
emerged during the colonial era and played a prominent role in the strug-
gle for independence. In the post-colonial era, MENA civil societies were 
shaped by the political contexts in which they evolved. With most regimes 
in the region being authoritarian and restrictive, they sought to maintain 
a firm grip on civil society through co-optation or other means of control. 
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Since the late 1980s, due to economic reforms and outside pressure in many 
MENA countries, CSOs were able to emerge at a relatively basic level. Often, 
the engagement of its members was to fill holes in public infrastructure. 
The increasing inability of many MENA states to provide basic services for 
their growing populations has led to a proliferation of CSOs over the past 
two decades. These associations as well as many informal initiatives have 
come to provide a large array of services and thus represent a stabilising 
element for the societies and states.

In many countries of the MENA region, CSOs have to work as so-called 
governmental non-governmental organisations (GONGOs).1 Not all do so 
out of conviction; in many cases this is the only possibility of engaging at 
all. The relationship of the organisations towards the government is there-
fore ambivalent. MENA governments use a considerable number of tactics 
to control, co-opt, or discredit civil society.2 As a result, CSOs tend to be 
weak and fragile. Many of them face internal challenges in identifying clear 
missions and strategies and – due to the lack of financial autonomy, being 
mostly donor-driven in their choices – they often implement sporadic, ad 
hoc programmes and projects. Weak internal governance and democratic 
procedures often lead to a lack of efficiency, transparency, credibility, and 
accountability on the ground (Halaseh 2012). 

Arab Spring has provided a sudden boost to civic engagement across the 
MENA region. Even in those countries that did not experience mass protests 
and revolutions, restrictions were at least temporarily loosened as leaders 
tried to assuage their restless populations. In general, institutionalised CSOs 
played only a minor role in the uprisings. Even if trade unions participated 
in the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, non-governmental organisations 
rushed to stabilise new governments in Libya and Yemen, and members of 
political parties and trade unions protested in the streets of Morocco, none 
of these institutions can be labelled as the driving force behind the Arab 
Spring. In many cases they were as surprised by developments as the ruling 
regimes (Yom 2015). Instead, the social movements that led to protests in 
many of the MENA countries were sparked primarily by young people infor-
mally mobilising one another. These engaged young people, often not only 
marginalised by the state, but also by the CSOs themselves, formed their 

1. Or as FLANGOs (first lady non-governmental organisations), when placed under the patron-
age of a first lady – a common feature in many MENA countries.  
2. This is especially true for human rights organisations (Carothers and Brechenmacher 2014; 
with a focus on Egypt, Brechenmacher 2017).
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own groups and movements and took action to voice their demands (see 
Chapter 13). 

How has the Arab Spring affected civic engagement by young people? 
An evaluation of civil society in the MENA region through its formal CSOs 
would find it relatively unchanged by the uprisings. With few exceptions 
– such as Tunisia and Libya and Syrian CSOs in opposition-held areas or 
in exile – CSOs have generally been weakened by shrinking spaces due to 
new NGO regulations and anti-terror laws in many of the countries. As illus-
trated by the wave of non-institutionalised activism witnessed during the 
Arab Spring, however, focusing on CSOs obviously does not capture the full 
scope of political and non-political civic engagement in the MENA region. 

This is especially true when looking at young people. To get beyond the 
issue of membership in formal CSOs in the survey conducted for this study, 
young people were questioned about the cause of their engagement before 
being asked in which institutional framework their activities take place. 
Their answers illustrate that young people are, in general, willing to engage 
for the benefit of other people or certain goals and issues, but they are much 
less willing to adhere to formal CSOs in doing so. 

The results show a clear relation to social standing: while civic engagement 
is higher among those in the higher socio-economic strata, membership in 
CSOs is lower among them, meaning that engagement in the framework of a 
formalised institution is mostly the domain of youth belonging to the lower 
and middle strata of society. Among the latter youth, widespread feelings of 
insecurity and pessimism are found, driving, at least in part, their motiva-
tion to actively adhere to a CSO in order to engage for a cause.

Youth Civic Engagement
In general, civic engagement is important for young people in the MENA 
region. The majority of those interviewed (64 percent) stated that they 
engage frequently or occasionally for social or political goals or are com-
mitting themselves for the benefit of other people. Slightly more than one-
third (36 percent) of interviewees declared that they never engage for any 
of the mentioned goals or topics. 

Among those who do engage, helping poor and vulnerable people and 
protection of the environment were most commonly cited (Figure 14.1). 
These are followed by a variety of volunteer activities that can broadly be 
labelled as charity or rather apolitical. Engaging for social and political 
change comes in last among the civic activities relevant for all countries. 
(Less frequently mentioned is engagement for migrants and refugees as 
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well as victims of armed conflict, issues which are not necessarily relevant 
across all countries.) This is unsurprising given the difficult circumstances 
for politically motivated civic engagement in most of the countries under 
study. Where civic engagement is under tight control, engaging for a cer-
tain cause is already a political act in itself. 

Many of those who are actively engaged try to improve the situation 
in their immediate surroundings through awareness campaigns on health, 
social, or environmental issues, while distancing themselves from ‘politics’. 
Hanadi, a 31-year-old teacher in Palestine, described her activity as follows:

I joined the Palestinian Red Crescent as a volunteer, but this has 
nothing to do with politics. We conduct activities for schools and 
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Figure 14.1 Goals and Themes of Civic Engagement in General
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kindergartens, and we organise open days for them. We organise 
summer camps. These are nice things. We take courses to raise 
health awareness because diabetes is widespread. We need to raise 
awareness and reduce threats to the lives of people. We need to 
teach them how to take medication. These are social issues and 
have nothing to do with politics. (PS-1)

Others see their engagement as a form of charity, helping the poor. In cases 
where there is an acute humanitarian crisis, such as among Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon and in Yemen, this is often combined with volunteer work for 
international or national relief organisations in the distribution of goods. 
Ranim, a 22-year-old student in Tyre, Lebanon, remarked,

My friends and I decided on New Year’s to help poor people and 
go on the streets, because small children do not know the meaning 
of Christmas and New Year’s. The parents’ situation is bad, and 
children need toys and clothes and heaters, so we did our best to 
help them. Some time ago my school friends and I did a cleaning 
campaign, where we cleaned the park, and the teacher also sug-
gested that we help a family in need (LB-9). 

Fatima, a 21-year-old student and herself a Syrian refugee, lives today in 
Baalbek, Lebanon, where she helps Syrian families:

I volunteered with Save the Children. We have helped Syrian ref-
ugees through awareness and by spreading optimism among them. 
. . . I have enrolled with the Red Cross too, where I got a health 
certificate. I used to assess the requirements and needs of refugees. I 
stopped my activities when the camp moved from the region. I have 
also contributed in the distribution of water as well as bathrooms, 
wood, tents, and sometimes food. This experience was very success-
ful. I was very happy to have participated in these jobs, because I 
have contributed to spreading joy in kids’ hearts through the things 
we have offered them, like school bags and other stuff. (LB/SY-11)

Esraa, a 21-year-old housewife in Taiz, Yemen, said,

I belong to a youth group, so I have friends with whom I conduct-
ed seminars in our district on culture and awareness. We were from 
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different areas. We had awareness sessions discussing social issues, 
such as early marriage . . . [After the Arab Spring] I didn’t join any 
group officially, but I participated in relief activities. We worked 
for several relief organisations as distribution representatives. Our 
duties were ensuring equal distribution to poor families. (YE-6)

How far civic engagement is driven by one’s religious conviction is difficult 
to determine, as it can be one among other underlying motivations. Even 
when young people organise religious festivities, these events usually have 
both a social and charitable dimension as a statement by Ahmad, a 17-year-
old worker in Sanaa, Yemen, illustrates:

I’m involved in some activities with a group of friends in my 
neighbourhood, coordinated by the neighbourhood supervisor. 

 334

Question 161 ‘Do you engage for social or political goals or commit yourself for the benefit of other 
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Note  Figures are given in percentages. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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This group helps organise activities and checkpoints during the 
celebrations of Prophet Muhammad’s birthday. We were one of 
the controlling committees that arranged for the people to enter 
the square and helped the old and disabled. (YE-5)

The general preference for certain causes does not vary much when 
answers are analysed on a national level. When looking, for example, at five 
different issues for civic engagement across different national groups, the 
similarities in ranking are striking (Figure 14.2). In general, civic engage-
ment notably increases with economic well-being, with Bahrain display-
ing the highest percentages of young people engaged and Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon the lowest. The only major exception is a lower percentage 
engaging for religious beliefs in Bahrain, which is to be understood in the 
context of the obvious political delicacy of Sunni–Shi‘i frictions in the 
country.
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Figure 14.3 Goals and Themes of Civic Engagement by Social Strata
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When it comes to social standing, there is a clear correlation between 
civic engagement and socio-economic strata: the higher the social stratum, 
the more likely young people are to engage in civic activities (Figure 14.3). 
This is valid for all five exemplary fields of civic engagement. The overlap 
between higher socio-economic strata and active civic engagement is most 
visible when it comes to engaging over equal rights for men and women and 
is less so but still present when it is on behalf of religious convictions. This 
confirms other findings of this study indicating that contrary to what is 
commonly assumed, religiosity does not decrease with higher social stand-
ing (see Chapter 4). 

While civic engagement is clearly related to social strata, with the 
highest stratum being the most involved, this does not apply to activities 
through CSOs (Figure 14.4). Here, participation of the highest stratum is 
clearly the lowest, whereas the middle strata are the most likely to engage 
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Figure 14.4 Institutions of Civic Engagement by Social Strata
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within the framework of a CSO. An exception is membership in school or 
university groups, which might be automatic or even sometimes compul-
sory, and with students often too young to make independent decisions. 
Even here, the middle strata have a higher presence than the highest or the 
lowest strata, although the higher strata certainly provide for more high 
school and university students.

The discrepancy between the relatively high level of at least occasional 
engagement for a variety of causes and the rather low membership in CSOs 
confirms the need for more comprehensive and in-depth analysis of civil 
engagement than simply focusing on formal institutions. As has been 
shown, young people in the MENA region are willing to engage for certain 
causes, while keeping their distance from matters associated with politics. 
They are much less willing, however, to adhere to formalised institutions. 
This contrast becomes even more striking when looked at through the lens 
of social standing: while young people belonging to the highest stratum 
of society are the most likely to engage in civic activities, they are the most 
unlikely to do this within the framework of a CSO. Much of youth civic 
engagement in the MENA region hence takes place within the field of infor-
mal civic activism, such as through public education and consciousness 
raising, volunteerism, and community services.

Civil Society Organisations and Engaged Youth
In most countries covered by this survey, young people who seek the 
framework of formalised CSOs for their activism have the choice between 
joining youth organisations at school or university, religious institutions, 
or becoming a member of one of the traditional institutions of political 
action (political parties, trade unions). In general, the degree of associa-
tion with CSOs is relatively low among youth in the MENA region. It is 
important to note that the data presented here only reflects the answers 
of two-thirds of the youths interviewed, i.e., those who stated that they 
engage occasionally or frequently in pursuing social or political goals or 
commit themselves for the benefit of others (Figure 14.5). While young 
people often join a group at school or university (thus totalling 36 percent 
of all engaged youths), the decision to join a political organisation, such as 
a political party or a trade union, is taken by only 10 percent and 7 percent 
of them, respectively.

Joining a university group or a youth organisation usually offers access 
to a variety of activities aimed at improving discussion skills and raising 
intellectual awareness among young people, as examples from Palestine and 
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Lebanon illustrate. Hikmat, an 18-year-old student from al-Bireh, Palestine, 
shared information on her activities:

I am active in the cultural committee at the university. I express 
my ideas freely there . . . On every occasion, we organise a small 
party and raise awareness among students, have discussions on 
many issues and discuss books. We have a group specialised in 
books, and through this group we get ideas about books. We have 
activities inside and outside the university. We organised a book 
fair at the al-Bireh Cultural Club. (PS-2)

Mahmoud, a 27-year-old divorced supermarket owner from Birzeit, Pales-
tine, would prefer more action on the ground:

I joined leftist organisations. They . . . organise camps and activi-
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Figure 14.5 Institutions of Civic Engagement in General
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ties for young people, but it is not sufficient. There are circles for 
discussion and self-criticism. It is a sharing of ideas and experi-
ences more than discussions. It widens the perspective and the 
horizon. We discuss the internal situation in Palestine and our 
role in society, but action on the ground is not very strong. In 
Palestine, people talk a lot but do not take action on the ground. 
(PS-7)

Bob, a 22-year-old student from Byblos, Lebanon, explained,

I participated in Chekka’s Lebanese Scouts, and I carried out 
activities such as helping children with special needs during the 
holidays and the major events. The scout members and friends, 
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Figure 14.6 Institutions of Civic Engagement by Country
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we spend our free time in the coffee shops playing billiards in ad-
dition to having political debates and participating in festivals. 
(LB-2)

When looking at CSO membership at a national level, the results reflect 
the broader legal structures and political circumstances that surround them 
(Figure 14.6). Engaged youths’ membership in school or university groups 
is highest in Yemen, Palestine, and Tunisia, where these structures are well 
integrated into the educational system. Youth groups outside educational 
facilities are most popular among Lebanese youths as well as with Syrian 
refugees, who lost their former state-run youth organisations at school and 
university after leaving their home country. 

Associations are most active in Lebanon and Tunisia, where NGO laws 
allow relatively unrestricted activities, as well as among Syrian refugees, 
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Figure 14.7 Institutions of Civic Engagement – Security / Insecurity

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

InsecureRather insecureRather secureSecure

26

13
14

7

4 4

27

17

19

11

6
5

28

17

21

12

9

6

26 26
27

16

10

8

Group at school or university Youth organisation Association

Religious institution Political party Trade union

Question 162 ‘Where and how do you engage?’

Basis Interviewees who responded ‘Frequently’ or ‘Occasionally’ to Question 161. The categories 
‘Secure’, ‘Rather secure’, ‘Rather insecure’, ‘Insecure’ relate to the young people’s self-assessment 
(Question 10). For calculation see Figure 2.1.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur.



Civic Engagement | 291 

providing support for the lack of state services. Only in Egypt are religious 
institutions more popular than other organisations among engaged youth. 

Membership in political parties is generally low across the MENA region, 
but by comparison slightly higher in Lebanon, where political affiliations 
are relatively unrestricted and often overlap with the sectarian divisions 
among the population. Membership is lowest among Syrian refugees. The 
interest in trade unions is also low among engaged youth, but highest in 
Tunisia, where trade unions played a significant role in the 2011 revolution 
and still do in the political transformation process.

What characterises engaged youth who decide to join an institutionalised 
CSO? What is their outlook on the world around them? Whereas engage-
ment within the framework of a group at school or university, whether vol-
untary or compulsory, does not point to any specific characteristics among 
those youth, engagement in other CSOs does reveal a clear tendency: the 
more insecure the respondents feel, the more likely they are to engage in 
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Figure 14.8 Institutions of Civic Engagement – Optimism / Pessimism
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one of the CSOs from the survey (Figure 14.7). For example, the percentage 
of those among the young people who perceive their environment as secure 
who engage in a youth organisation is relatively low (13 percent), whereas 
the percentage of those feeling insecure is twice as high (26 percent). 

The same holds when it comes to having an optimistic or pessimistic 
attitude. When looking at engagement beyond school and university, a 
higher percentage of ‘pessimists’ than ‘optimists’ are active in CSOs (Figure 
14.8). Similarly, the percentage of young people engaged in a youth organ-
isation is lower among optimists (17 percent) that among pessimists (26 
percent). Thus, it appears, feelings of insecurity and pessimism constitute 
part of youths’ motivation to engage in a CSO, with political parties and 
trade unions being the least attractive options.

Although membership in CSOs is low, and many of these institutions 
were not a major driving force in the Arab Spring, it is important to note that 
civil society has played an undeniable role in the preceding decades: human 
rights organisations have contributed to building a new rights-educated gen-
eration. Women’s organisations have advanced gender-mainstreaming efforts 
and fought for women’s rights by pressuring governments to ratify relevant 
international treaties and conventions. In addition, CSOs have, for decades, 
lobbied for better quality and access to education, which in turn has produced 
a generation of young people with an outlook on life different from those 
before it (Halaseh 2012). They have thus, directly and indirectly, contributed 
to the political and social changes the MENA region is currently experiencing. 
Many young people might not be aware of the importance of these achieve-
ments for their lives or, due to their proximity to states’ positions – as many 
governments have subscribed to gender equality and education as well – do 
not perceive them as civil society achievements. In any case, they apparently 
do not motivate young people to increase their engagement in CSOs.

Reasons for Non-Engagement
Obviously, not every young person engages beyond pursuing his or her own 
benefit. But only slightly more than one-third (36 percent) of the surveyed 
youth said they never engage in pursuit of social or political goals or com-
mit themselves for the benefit of other people. When asked the reasons for 
their non-engagement, the answers were manifold (Figure 14.9). Some sim-
ply stated that there was no civic engagement initiative they could possibly 
join, because they live in the countryside or some other area with no CSOs 
or informally organised activities. Among them is Ghizian, a 30-year-old 
food seller from Tasaltante, rural Marrakech, Morocco:
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I did not join any group because people here do not have qualifi-
cations. You find here illiterate people, uncultured, and they do 
not follow what is going on. There are no awareness campaigns; 
no association comes to talk to people. We are isolated and that’s 
all. There may be an impact in other places, and people talk about 
this, but here we know only what we see on TV. (MA-9)

Others do not engage because they do not see any prospect in it, because 
they do not trust the CSOs, such as 24-year-old Ayham, who works as a 
mechanical engineer in Irbid, Jordan:

I am not a member of any organisations or associations because I 
don’t trust these groups. They rely on brainwashing youth and try 
to change their way of thinking. They plant ideas in their heads 
and exploit their needs. (JO-3)
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Figure 14.9 Reasons for Non-engagement in General
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Others are convinced that the government will not take the concerns of 
civil society into consideration. One of them is Ranim, a 22-year-old stu-
dent from Tyre, Lebanon:

Right now my only concern is to finish my education. I do not 
think of anything else, and I have never joined groups or organi-
sations. In other countries, similar associations and organisations 
help people to express their opinion, and they succeed. But in our 
country the government does not take our opinion into consider-
ation, and most of the time it ignores it. (LB-9)
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Figure 14.10 Reasons for Non-engagement by Country
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Also among those forgoing civil engagement are those who are strug-
gling to make ends meet and therefore do not have the capacity to engage as 
they go about their work to provide for the family. This is the case for many 
young people living through crises caused by war. Marwan, a 31-year-old 
married taxi driver in Taiz, Yemen, remarked,

I have not joined any group so far in spite of many invitations 
from different organisations. I rejected all of them . . . All I care 
about is my family – how I can provide food for them and good 
living conditions, especially when I see beggars and homeless in 
the streets. All I want is to protect my family with all my might. 
(YE-10)

Ahmad, a 22-year-old single construction worker and Syrian refugee in Bei-
rut, Lebanon, said,

The situation has changed a lot and the events are escalating. We 
are now forced to work more than one shift in order to support 
our families during this miserable and expensive way of life. I left 
school, and I am no longer able to see my friends frequently. I 
don’t have enough time to join any movements or organisations 
because of the current circumstances (LB/SY-2).

When reasons for non-engagement on a national level are analysed, the 
answers are almost as equally distributed as in the regional sample, with 
few exceptions (Figure 14.10). Young people in Yemen and Bahrain cite the 
absence or scarcity of initiatives near their place of residence as their reason. 
The answer ‘I am already struggling to make ends meet’ is, not surprisingly, 
the reason mentioned most often by Syrian refugees. In Palestine, youths 
cite the lack of government support as important in their refraining from 
civic engagement. NGO laws are strict there, as they are in Bahrain and 
Egypt, where restrictions on CSOs dramatically increased after the Arab 
Spring. 

Conclusion
This survey reveals an overall openness to civic engagement among young 
people in the MENA region, with about two-thirds of the interviewees stat-
ing that they engage for social or political goals or volunteer for the benefit 
of others. Issues such as helping poor and vulnerable people and protecting 
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the environment were most popular, followed by a variety of volunteer 
activities in domains that can broadly be labelled charitable or apolitical. 
Engaging for social and political change came in last among civic activities 
given the difficult circumstances for politically motivated civic engagement 
in most of the countries under study. This comes as no surprise. Where civic 
engagement is under tight control, engaging for a cause is already a political 
act in itself. 

While young people are in general willing to engage in certain causes, 
they are more reluctant to do so within an institutionalised framework. 
Among those who do engage, only one-third do so through a CSO. This 
tendency becomes even more pronounced when considering the respon-
dents’ social standing: Young people belonging to a high stratum of society 
are more likely to engage on a voluntary basis, but less likely to become a 
member of a formal CSO, while the opposite holds true for young people 
from lower social strata. The latter are also more likely to feel insecure and 
pessimistic. 

In this, today’s young people in the MENA region certainly differ from 
previous generations. For the older generations, civic engagement within 
the framework of a formal CSO, such as a trade union or a political party, 
was part of the anti-colonial struggle. At that time, these organisations were 
run by upper-class residents of larger cities. With the political and social 
changes in the region, values and aims of young people have changed as 
well. In addition, with authoritarian regimes in the MENA region maintain-
ing a firm grip on CSOs and with the compromises the latter accepted, these 
institutions obviously lost much of their attractiveness to young people 
wanting to engage in certain causes. 

To understand young people’s role in civic engagement, it is import-
ant to broaden the definition of civil society by recognising that it is not 
solely about formal hierarchical structures and organisations. Civil society 
activism is more than non-governmental organisations or CSOs. Youths 
in authoritarian and closed systems find ways to mobilise on their own 
to become involved in social or political issues. While classic civil soci-
ety activism can easily be studied and supported, it will not bring about 
positive change by itself. More promising might be to look at civil society 
using the notion of ‘activated or activist citizenship’, which goes beyond the 
examination of civic engagement as the product of formal organisations 
and structures (see Durac and Cavatorta 2015: 178ff.).

On a practical level, in order to bridge this gap between the willingness of 
young people to engage and their reluctance to commit to an organisation, 
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national CSOs should consider how to reach out and cooperate with those 
who are active in the informal space of civic society. The same holds for 
Western strategies for civil society support, typically directed towards 
formal CSOs. Where the local legislative framework permits, it is certainly 
worth trying to support popular, widespread, and established social cur-
rents. Such an approach would not only allow the support to reach a larger 
and more representative part of society and thus put the respective project 
on safer ground; it would also enable and encourage the participation of 
young people who are, as has been shown, more than willing to engage for a 
variety of causes, but very often lack access or are not convinced of the idea 
of membership in the available civil society organisations.
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The FES MENA Youth Study  
and the German Shell Youth Study

Mathias Albert & Jörg Gertel

The present study ascertains the living situation and attitudes of 
young people in the MENA region. It provides a rich reservoir of data and 
paints a nuanced picture of the region’s young generation. Although it 
is not easy to compare situations and attitudes between countries, much 
less across a region, or among countries within a region and others outside 
of it, it is nonetheless a comparison worth examining. A comparison of 
the present results and design aspects with those from the German Shell 
Youth Study allows for reflection on these projects individually, as well as 
in respect to each other.1 Such an exercise might help, for example, to gain 
more insights from certain data. What does it mean, for example, if 25 per-
cent of young people in one country say they are interested in politics? Is 
that a lot or a little? It pays to assess and compare such numbers not only 
intra-regionally, but also in light of results from other areas. Direct compar-
isons, where warranted and methodologically sound, could also be instruc-
tive as well. What does it mean, for example, that levels of optimism among 
young people in many Arab countries are consistently higher than among 
young people in Germany, when the latter have fewer problems regarding 
their future in economic terms? Comparing the picture of a region (i.e. the 
MENA region) with that of a single country (i.e. Germany) is not a futile 
exercise of comparing entities of different geographical and political orders. 
Rather, it helps to shed additional light on differences within the MENA 
region, as it highlights a range of issues where differences between some 

1. The Shell Youth Survey (Shell Jugendstudie) has been commissioned by the German subsidiary 
of the oil and gas company Shell. It is an independent, comprehensive study of the living situa-
tions and attitudes of young people in Germany. The latest survey was published as Jugend 2015: 
17. Shell Jugendstudie (Shell 2015).
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countries in the region are in fact more pronounced than between some 
individual Arab countries and Germany.

We deliberately opted for a comparative analysis with the German 
Shell Youth Study. Since starting in 1953 it has inspired a range of youth 
surveys in a number of countries, not least because of its comprehensive-
ness but also because of the intensity of public debate it evokes. More 
narrowly, some aspects and questions used in the Shell survey have found 
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Table 15.1 Germany and Arab Countries: Family

Germany Bahrein Tunisia Jordan Lebanon Palestine Egypt Morocco Yemen Syrian Ref.ª)

Persons per household
 One 13  1  1  1  1  0  1  1  1  5

 Two 24  3  3  7  1  5  3  1  2  9

 Three to fi ve 60 42 63 29 71 30 80 63 16 41

 Six and more  4 54 33 63 27 65 16 35 81 45

Housing situation
 With parents 60 92 90 86 93 85 91 93 80 54

 With partner 16  7  6 12  5 14  8  5 19 30

 Alone 13  1  1  1  1  0  1  1  1  5

 Shared apartment with friends  9  0  1  0  0  0  0  1  0  4

Importance of a family
 One needs a family 62 81 96 92 90 93 89 93 90 95

 One can live alone 22 10  3  7  5  4  6  7  6  2

 Defi nitely happier alone  1  4  1  0  1  1  1  0  2  2

 Don’t know 14  6  1  1  4  2  3  0  2  2

Children
 One needs own children 41 58 82 87 84 89 83 86 88 93

 One can live happily without children 36 27 13  8  7  4  8 11  8  4

 One is defi nitely happier without children  4  4  1  1  1  1  1  1  1  1

 Not sure 18 12  4  4  8  6  8  2  3  3

Children’s education
 In exactly the same way 14 21 46 45 38 37 30 27 35 55

 About the same 59 38 24 24 39 35 28 48 26 32

 Differently 19 39 23 21 20 22 34 20 30 10

 In a very different way  6  2  7 10  3  7  9  5  8  3

Relations between generations:
 Now: In harmony 54 70 28 45 39 45 39 65 33 50

 Future: Deterioration 34 11 10 12 12 15  6  8  9 12

Questions 3, 15, 16, 133, 138, 139, 142, 143. Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The data cover the age group 
of 16 to 25 years. Bold figures represent the highest score per row. a) Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.
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their way into the MENA survey, thus providing a sound basis for compar-
ison. This chapter briefly outlines similarities and differences between the 
two surveys (referring particularly to the latest, the 2015 German Shell 
Youth Study), and continues to discuss their insights, focussing on five 
themes: characteristics of ‘youth’; families and generations; economic 
situations; politics and the state; and pessimism or confidence. 
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Table 15.1 Germany and Arab Countries: Family
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Table 15.2 German and Arab Youths: Ideas and Visions About Personal Life

Arab 
countries 

(Rank)

Germany 
(Rank)

Arab 
countries 

(%)

Germany: 
muslims 

(%)

Germany: 
total (%)

Believing in God  1 18 65 46 10

Respecting law and order  2  5 56 52 31

Having a partner whom I can trust  3  1 54 69 66

Achieving a high standard of living  4 17 51 28 12

Engaging in a good family life  5  3 49 48 41

Aiming for more security  5 12 49 28 20

Living a consciously healthy life  7 11 46 28 21

Having good friends who appreciate and 
accept me

 8  1 44 66 66

Being proud of the history of my country  8 20 44  5  6

Acting always in an environmentally con-
scious way

10 14 42 17 15

Being diligent, hardworking, and ambitious 10  8 42 37 26

Enjoying life as much as possible 10  6 42 42 30

Being fi nancially independent from others 10 42

Being independent from others  6 38 30

Being connected to others 14 10 39 27 22

Developing my imagination and creativity 15  8 35 25 26

Tolerating opinions that I do not agree with 16 15 30 21 13

Acting independently of the advice 
of others

17 29

Living and acting autonomously  4 40 36

Supporting socially excluded and marginal-
ised people

18 15 24 21 13

Allowing my decisions to be guided by my 
emotions

19 13 25 24 16

Doing what others do 20 23 15 11  2

Having power and exerting infl uence 20 22 15 14  4

Pursuing my own agenda, even if against 
the interest of others

22 19 12 17  9

Being politically active 23 21 10  8  5

Question 131 ‘As individuals, we have ideas and visions about our personal life, our attitudes, and behaviour. If you 
reflect about possible achievements in your life, how important are the following points for you, on a scale from 1 = 
absolutely unimportant to 10 = absolutely important?’ Arab countries = ‘Absolutely important’ / Germany = ‘Extremely 
important’.

Note The data cover the age group from 16 to 25 years. Rounding errors can occur. Not all of the questions mentioned 
relate to the German or the Arab questionnaire in the same way. Two pairs of almost similar questions are represented 
in italics in the table above. The second of each pair is the German version. Also, the options for answering in the two 
questionnaires diff er. The German respondents were off ered seven possible answers. The lowest value (1) stands 
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Conceptual Basis
The present study uses a range of instruments and a mix of quantitative and 
qualitative methods inspired by, and akin to, the Shell youth survey. The lat-
ter, due to its long tradition, has recorded and analysed changes over time, 
whereas the MENA study is a first-time survey, making its results a snapshot 
of the present. It shares some topics with the German study (e.g. attitudes 
towards politics, optimism and pessimism about the future), but it also has 
its own independent structure and includes sections specific to the MENA 
region (e.g. attitudes towards the Arab Spring). The basic study designs are, 
however, similar enough that a comparative analysis seems to be warranted 
and promising in terms of generating knowledge that allows contextual-
ising the results of each study in light of the other. The 2015 Shell survey 
captures insights from 2,558 young people aged 12–25, based on face-to-face 
interviews conducted as computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). 
Fieldwork and interviews took place in early 2015. The FES survey in con-
trast involved 9,000 young people, aged 16–30, who were interviewed in 
early summer 2016 (Appendix 1: Methodology). In order to allow com-
parison of the two samples, the age structure was adjusted and restricted 
to youths aged 16–25. The weighted sub-samples thus capture 1,893 young 
Germans and 6,133 young people from the MENA region. Subsequently, the 
results here are slightly different from those published in the Shell study 
and the findings presented in the previous chapters.

Who Are the ‘Youth’ 
‘Youth’ may be comprehended differently in various regions of the world. 
Its common denominator everywhere, however, is that it marks the life 
span between childhood on one side and adulthood on the other. Although 
these phases in themselves are not easy to identify in substantive terms, the 
notion of ‘adolescence’ emphasises that youth is often thought of in pro-
cessual terms, as the journey towards becoming an adult. While the tran-
sitions from childhood to adolescence and from adolescence to adulthood 
in many cases are still subject to traditional and religious rites of passages, 
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for ‘Not important’, and the highest value (7) stands for ‘Extremely important’. Respondents in the countries of the 
MENA region, on the other hand, had to choose between ten variants, with the lowest value (1) standing for ‘Absolutely 
unimportant’, and the highest value (10) standing for ‘Absolutely important’. Accordingly, no direct comparison of 
the assessments can be made. However, given that the respondent’s maximum diff erentiation opportunity is alrea-
dy achieved with seven options on one scale, and given that the linguistic connotations of the two benchmarks in 
both questionnaires are comparable (‘Absolutely important’ and ‘Extremely important’), a comparison by ranking 
the items/response options based on the frequency of the corresponding scale values of 10 or 7 seems possible and 
useful.



306 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

in modern societies the transition from youth to adulthood is marked by 
the combination of concrete steps, such as exiting the educational system, 
entering the labour market, establishing a relationship with a life partner, 
and starting a family. 

Distinctions between European and post-colonial countries may be 
traced back to a different sequence or composition of these steps, and to 
the fact that some steps may temporally be delayed and pulled away from 
each other in the life course of young people; single periods are increasingly 
experienced in isolation from each other, such as exiting the education sys-
tem (especially if concerning degrees in higher education), the entry into 
the labour market, and developing a solid partnership. Starting a family of 
one’s own in industrialised societies now often drags on well beyond the 
age of 30. These transition points between adolescence and adulthood are 
increasingly blurred: growing numbers of young people do not accomplish 
this transition in all of its steps (e.g. one-person households are on the rise; 
cf. Table 15.1), while youthfulness simultaneously has manifested itself as 
an ideal in everyday culture to be aspired to even in older age. Although 
the findings might be similar for Germany and the Arab countries in terms 
of the transition to adulthood occurring later in life, there seems to be one 
marked difference: whereas in Germany the transition is blurred, in MENA 
countries it has been deferred.1 In the case of Germany, the transition might 
occur later in life than it previously did, but a major reason for this is the 
increasing diversity in the form and timing of the transition. In MENA 
countries, however, there has been no such increase in variety. To the con-
trary, because of difficult economic situations resulting in dreary prospects 
for employment, and subsequently to difficulties in establishing a family, 
young people often find themselves to be adults-in-waiting. We designate 
their situation as a form of ‘contained youth’ (cf. Chapter 7). That is, these 
young adults not only find themselves in a state of waiting (or ‘waithood’), 
they are at the same time more dependent on their parents and families 
than ever before and find it increasingly difficult to emancipate themselves 
not only economically, but also emotionally and in terms of values. 

A closer look at values reveals a rather complementary structure of dif-
ferent groups of youth (see Table 15.2). For MENA youth, belief in God is by 
far the most important aspect and potential achievement of one’s personal 

1. The notion of a deferred adolescence is not to hide the fact that for a significant number of 
youth in the MENA region, particularly young women, adolescence does not take place at all. 
Rather, it is ‘skipped’ because of direct active involvement in managing household affairs after 
the end of childhood.
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life. For a large majority, faith is however considered to be a private mat-
ter.1 In terms of importance, belief in God is followed by a desire for an 
absence of violence and for economic security. The latter are expressed in 
the importance of respecting law and order, in achieving a high standard 
of living, and in striving for more security. The social dimension of security 
is crucial as well, such as having a trusted partner, a good family life, and 
good friends (cf. Chapter 3). For German youth, social aspects are of most 
importance, that is having a trusted partner, good friends, and a good fam-
ily life. These aspects are followed by the ambition to take responsibility 
for one’s own life and actions and to live an independent life. Doing what 
others do is, thus, of least importance. This, combined with the personal 
goals of being diligent and hard working on the one hand, and developing 
one’s imagination and creativity on the other, allows for less reliance on 
family ties, creates room for personal experiences, and helps preparing for 
the next step – entering the competitive labour market. The values held by 
adolescent German Muslims are of note in that it reveals that they oscillate 
between those of MENA and German youth. They display, for example, high 
accordance with other German youth in the most important, top-ranking 
aspects of having a trusted partner and good friends. They also bridge posi-
tions, meaning they fall somewhere in the middle, between MENA youth 
and non-Muslim Germans on the importance of achieving a high standard 
of living and tolerating the opinions of others. In turn, belief in God and 
respecting law and order are as important for German Muslims as for young 
people in the Arab world. 

Family and Generations
The family structures of Germany and the MENA countries are quite dif-
ferent. Among German youth, more than one-third lives in one- and 
two-person households, while such small households are an exception in 
the MENA countries (see Table 15.1). This relates directly to the housing 
situation. With the exception of Syrian refugees, more than 80 percent of 
MENA youth live with their parents, and almost no one lives alone or in a 
shared-housing arrangement. The role of the family obviously differs among 
societies, while the dramatic impact of recent transformations further com-
plicates the situation. The countries of the MENA region, particularly those 

1. Being religious does not necessarily correlate with being less tolerant. Thus, while young peo-
ple in Germany are far less religious than young people in the MENA countries, a considerably 
smaller group of young Germans emphasises that it is absolutely important to ‘tolerate opinions 
that they do not agree with’ (see Table 15.2).
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Table 15.3 Germany and Arab Countries: Economy and Social Strata

Germany Bahrein Tunisia Jordan Lebanon Palestine Egypt Morocco Yemen Syrian Ref.

Economic situation

 Very good 11 25  4  9  8  9 10  6  3  0

 Rather good 69 67 62 63 63 51 62 76 32 11

 Rather bad 16  6 25 22 25 27 23 16 38 44

 Very bad  4  2  9  6  4 13  5  3 27 45

Social strata

 Lowest stratum 11  0 30 20  9 20 26 50 56 94

 Lower-middle stratum 22  2 29 23 18 28 29 23 23  5

 Middle stratum 30 13 25 26 36 27 25 12 15  1

 Higher-middle stratum 25 36 14 22 29 17 13 12  5  0

 Highest stratum 12 50  3 10  8  7  8  3  1  0

Respondent employed: ‘Yes’ 33  8  8 11 21 17 13  9 10 41

Mode of employment Ø Arab countries Ø Arab countries

 State Employee  3  5

 Employee (with insurance) 70 10

 Worker (continuous employment) 21 15

 Family Business  0  5

  Self-employed with higher education  0  3

 Self-employed: Trade etc  3 14

 Self-employed: Agriculture  0  5

 Day labourer  / 37

Imagining an ideal workplace: 
‘Very important’

 A secure job 69 51 84 61 72 67 50 42 73 58

 Earning a high income 32 58 78 60 75 59 54 48 65 61

 Options to upgrade my position 38 45 74 58 72 52 37 37 64 55

  Possibility of doing something that makes sense 
to me

52 45 68 52 69 51 36 42 56 49

 Feeling of achieving something 24 37 65 56 68 50 35 35 56 47

 Feeling of being accepted 45 30 60 53 60 48 34 37 53 48

 Doing something useful for society 46 37 63 46 62 45 32 33 53 46

 Possibility of implementing own ideas 58 41 59 51 69 49 32 34 54 45

 A job that allows for enough leisure time 49 44 49 45 60 38 32 28 44 45

 Having a lot of contacts with other people 32 25 53 52 60 39 29 35 51 43

 Possibility to support others 29 37 49 48 60 42 35 36 52 48

Confi dence about implementing job 
aspirations ‘Totally confi dent’/‘Very 
confi dent’

18/19 34 25 32 32 22 11 11 27 10

Questions 3, 25, 62, 65, 66, 67, 68, 72, 82, 83, Strata index. Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. ø = average. | The data cover the 
age group from 16 to 25 years. Bold figures represent the highest score per row.
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lacking oil wealth, have to struggle with severe economic difficulties. Public 
welfare systems have been depleted over the course of decades by policies of 
economic restructuring and the privatisation of almost everything. During 
crises and in contexts of widespread uncertainty, the family – traditionally 
a crucial institution in Arab societies – has remained trusted, and is relied 
upon more than ever as the single institution that young people overwhelm-
ingly trust, offering them security and assistance in everyday struggles as 
well as in emergencies. 

Ninety percent of young Arabs, with the exception of Bahrainis, believe 
that one needs a family to live a happy life (see Table 15.1). In Germany, this 
figure does not rise to two-thirds of respondents. More than 20 percent of 
German youths believe that one can live alone and be happy. A considerable 
number of them are also uncertain as to whether starting a family or having 
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Economic situation (Question 62) ‘How do you assess your personal economic situation today?’ In 
order to be able to compare this question with the sample from Germany, we ignored those answers 
in the German sample that answered the question with ‘don’t know’ (742 cases, 39 percent), and we 
calculated the distribution on a total of 1,135 cases (16 cases without response).
Social strata For this table, the calculation of the Strata Index for the countries of the Mena region 
has been adapted to the Shell Youth Study (Shell 2015, p. 430). For the index calculation a maxi-
mum of 14 points can be achieved: 3–6 points = ‘Lowest stratum’; 7–8 points = ‘Lower-middle stra-
tum’; 9–10 points = ‘Middle stratum’; 11–12 points = ‘Higher-middle stratum’; 13–14 points = ‘High-
est stratum’. The calculation of index points rests on four pillars, which are almost identical for the 
two studies: (1) Father’s education (up to 6 points); (2) personal economic situation (up to 3 points; 
for calculating the Strata Index all other chapters of this study used the assessment about the eco-
nomic situation of the family; here, the assessment of the personal economic situation was applied); 
(3) home ownership (up to 2 points); (4) wealth ranking (up to 3 points). The Shell Youth Study relates 
the wealth ranking to personal estimation about the number of books available in the household, 
and awards a maximum of 3 points for ‘very many’ and 0 points for ‘just a few’ books. In contrast, the 
present study applies three other indicators: internet access, (1 point), air conditioning (2 points), 
own car (3 points). A comparison is therefore possible, but there are deviations in 3 of the 14 points 
because they have been adjusted to a diff erent context.
Respondent employed This statement refers to the employment status: ‘Working’ in the Arab coun-
tries (n=984); ‘Erwerbstätig’ in Germany (n=620) (see Chapter 7).
Mode of employment (Question 72) The categories ‘Day labourer’ and ‘Self-employed: Service sec-
tor’ do not exist in the sample of the Shell Youth Study. The number of cases from the Arab countries 
is too small to generate sensible mean values for the individual employment categories.
Imagining an ideal workplace (Question 82) ‘How should an employment situation and your job be 
in order for you to be satisfied?’ We consider the indication ‘Very important’.
Confidence about implementing job aspirations (Question 83) ‘How confident are you about the 
possibility of realising your wishes concerning your job?’ The statement ‘Totally confident’, the highest 
value, was included in the calculation. The Shell Youth Study uses four predefined response options. 
We also show the highest value here ‘Very confident’. The first number in the Germany column stands 
for pupils, apprentices and university students. The second number represents all others.
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children are requirements for happiness. In this respect, the role of children 
for living a happy life is less pronounced among more young Germans than 
their peers in Arab countries. Bahrainis, with high levels of income, edu-
cation, and urbanisation, hold a position in between. To get a sense of the 
relationship between generations, an important indicator can be derived 
from asking whether young people would raise their children the same way 
they were raised by their own parents. In Germany and the Arab countries, 
the majority of young people would raise their children in about the same 
way or exactly the same way they were raised. The picture differs somewhat 
in Bahrain, Egypt, and Yemen, where about 40 percent disagree and would 
raise their children somewhat differently or completely differently from 
their parents. Nevertheless, these findings reinforce the special role of the 
family in Arab societies as ascribed by the recent generation of young peo-
ple. Generational perspectives beyond the family are viewed more critically. 
Relations between the older and the younger generations are perceived as 
in a state of tension. Generational relations that are more frequently in har-
mony are only found in Bahrain, Morocco, Germany, and among Syrian 
refugees. About one-third of young Germans are however sceptical about 
inter-generational relations, feeling certain that they will deteriorate in the 
future. 

Economic Situations 
At first glance, young people generally assess their economic situation as 
positive, connoting a high degree of satisfaction. About two-thirds in Ger-
many and in the Arab countries describe their personal financial situation 
as rather good (Table 15.3). The two exceptions are Syrian refugees in Leb-
anon and Yemenis. Their countries are both experiencing on-going warfare 
with its severe human and economic impacts. Moreover, young people’s 
judgement of their economic situation is often based on a rather subjective 
reasoning, particularly shaped by the sheltered situations of living together 
with their parents and depending on their income. Young adults who are 
already married assess their economic situation completely differently, that 
is predominately as rather bad or very bad (see Chapter 7). A closer look 
reveals the profound socio-economic stratifications within Germany and 
the Arab countries. In Germany, the percentage of people occupying the 
highest and lowest strata is relatively small, as most people belong to the 
middle strata. In contrast, the situation in the Arab world is characterised by 
polarisation; the extremes being the case of Bahrain – where half of families 
belong to the highest stratum and few belong to the lowest stratum – versus 
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the cases of Morocco, Yemen, and the Syrian refugees, among whom half 
to almost all families belong to the lowest social stratum, and almost no 
one belongs to the highest group. In Tunisia, Jordan, Palestine, and Egypt, 
the size of the lowest stratum is double that in Germany. Only Lebanon 
exhibits distributions similar to Germany. 

The occupational and employment status of young people reinforces the 
impression of Lebanon being a MENA outlier in terms of economy. While 
in Germany one-third of young people aged 16–25 work, among the Arab 
countries only Lebanon comes close to this figure, with slightly over 20 
percent of young people being employed. In all other countries the share 
of young people working is well below that level. Something of an excep-
tion in this regard are the Syrian refugees, where young people are heavily 
dependent on their own work to make a living. Moreover, the structures 
of employment in Germany and the MENA countries are also completely 
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Table 15.4 Germany and Arab Countries: Politics and Future

Germany Bahrein Tunisia Jordan Lebanon Palestine Egypt Morocco Yemen Syrian Ref.

Interest in politics

 Very interested  8   1  3  5  5  3  2  4  9  0

 Interested 39   6  6  8 10 13 19 24 20  3

 A little interested 38  21 25 15 20 27 38 28 32 10

 Not interested 15  72 67 72 65 57 40 45 38 87

Do you inform yourself 
about politics? ‘Yes’

42  10 20  8 20 20 12 16 32 15

Using the internet? ‘Yes’ 92 100 90 93 96 72 79 76 31 52

 (hours/day) a   3a   9  6  4  7  4  6  4  3  3

Personal future

 Rather pessimistically  4   8  8  8 17 11  8  8 10 36

 Rather optimistically 61  36 71 78 72 60 68 78 76 49

 Mixed, both ways 35  57 22 14 11 29 24 14 15 15

Society’s future

 Rather pessimistically 44  29 29 17 43 45 19 16 22 46

 Rather optimistically 51  71 71 83 57 55 81 84 78 54

Questions 3, 149, 153, 156, 157, 165, 166.

Note Figures are given in percentages. Rounding errors can occur. | The data cover the age group 
from 16 to 25 years. Bold figures represent the highest score per row.
a When calculating the duration of surfing the internet the figures are not unproblematically ready for 
comparison: For Arab countries, assessments are rather over-represented, as the daily time spent on

internet was asked for, while for Germany, the assessment is rather under-represented, as the weekly 
use was inquired.
When asked about the future of society, about 6 percent did not answer this question in the German 
sample.
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different: almost all of the Germans active in the labour market are employ-
ees or workers with guaranteed monthly salaries that do not fluctuate and 
whose benefits include payment in case of sickness. Only about one-third of 
youth in Arab countries have similar working conditions. The majority are 
self-employed in trades, in the service sector, or in agriculture or work as day 
labourers, in other words, earning money under often insecure conditions. 
Young Germans at an earlier stage are thus more frequently in a position to 
live independently of their families, enabled by economic integration via 
institutionalised paths bridging national education systems and globalising 
labour markets. 

For German and MENA youth, the features of an imagined ideal employ-
ment situation are however quite similar. Having a ‘secure job’ ranks highest 
in terms of a satisfying employment situation among both groups (see Table 
15.3). In the MENA region, earning a high income is second, and the option 
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to upgrade one’s position is found to also be important for most Arab 
youths. In general the level of ambition concerning the feeling of achieving 
something is higher among young people in the MENA region than among 
young people in Germany, while the latter more frequently identify being 
able to implement one’s own ideas and do something that ‘makes sense’ as 
being important. When asked about degrees of confidence in realising their 
desires pertaining to a job, depending on the country between 10 percent 
and one-third of the young people claim they were very or totally confident 
in this respect. The more sceptical groups live in Egypt and Morocco, and, 
as one might expect, the Syrian refugees are also rather sceptical. Structural 
forces, such as the position of one’s family within society, play a role in this 
respect. In Arab countries only 14 percent of the lowest stratum are ‘totally 
confident’, whereas 45 percent of the highest stratum are. In Germany this 
applies to 7 percent of the lowest and to 27 percent of highest stratum, indi-
cating more equal access to the labour market. 

Politics and the State
Young people in Germany and in the MENA region reveal marked differ-
ences in their interest in politics (Table 15.4). In Germany, almost one-half 
of young people claim they are interested or very interested in politics, 
while only about one-sixth say the same in the MENA region. While there 
are crucial disparities between individual Arab states (see Chapter 12), 
interest does not exceed 30 percent in any of them. With the exceptions of 
Egypt, Morocco, and Yemen, about two-thirds of young people decisively 
indicated that they have no interest in politics. A complex setting of indi-
vidual factors is responsible for these differences, but generally speaking the 
problematic economic situation in Arab countries and increasing insecurity 
because of terror attacks and armed conflicts since 2010–11 have contrib-
uted to an erosion of trust in politics and politicians. This is also reflected in 
young people having very low confidence in parliaments.1 Despite the above 
views, the level of trust is relatively high in regard to state institutions seen, 
by and large, as independent of party bickering, such as the legal system and 
the military. In many MENA countries, young people on a rather broad scale 
actually favour an increased role for the state in organising daily affairs and 
providing social security (see Chapter 12). This suggests a shared relative 
distrust in party politics that is not mirrored in a distrust of the state itself 

1. Young people, who in principle would otherwise be willing to engage in politics, frequently 
mention this low level of trust, combined with experiences of repression and limitations on free-
dom of expression, as an obstacle to political involvement. 
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as long as it is seen to play the role of an honest broker and organiser of 
societal affairs. 

Since the events of 2010–11 internet use and politics in the MENA region 
seem to have become enmeshed. Internet use, however, varies from country 
to country. Internet access, for example, ranges from almost complete access 
for young people in Bahrain, to about only one-third for young people in 
Yemen. Moreover, the intensity correlates with social status. In the MENA 
region, youth in the lowest stratum use the internet for about four hours a 
day, whereas those in the highest stratum have an average use of seven hours 
per day. Young Germans from the lowest stratum in contrast use the inter-
net for about two hours a day, while those from the highest stratum access 
it for about three hours daily. The intensity of internet use does however 
not correlate with interest in politics. Social media use in Arab countries 
instead increasingly serves for private communication and to sustain exist-
ing social networks (see Chapter 11).

Pessimism or Confidence?
One could claim confidence to be the privilege of youth. After all, young 
people have their lives ahead of them. Of course, not every society, let 
alone every individual’s personal situation, offers the same opportunities 
in life. In many cases, however, this does not seem to have an effect on a 
person’s degree of optimism. Thus, for example, in the case of Germany, 
in 2015 about 61 percent of young women and men said they were ‘rather 
optimistic’ regarding their own future, up from only 50 percent in 2006. 
While some viewed their future as mixed, sometimes optimistically and 
sometimes pessimistically, in 2015 only 4 percent took a decidedly negative 
view (down from 10 percent in 2006). Of importance, the degree of opti-
mism strongly correlates with social status. Thus, while almost three-quar-
ters of young people from the highest social stratum had a rather optimistic 
view of their future, the same held true for only one-third of those from the 
lowest social stratum. While, for technical reasons, the absolute numbers 
between the Shell and MENA studies cannot be compared, it is possible to 
assess relative levels of optimism in this respect. In general, in regard to their 
own future and personal lives, young people across the MENA region have 
an equally pronounced optimism, with almost two-thirds saying they are 
rather optimistic. The main difference compared to the German case is the 
independence of this optimism from social status, if not to say the slightly 
negative correlation. In the lowest stratum about 60 percent are rather opti-
mistic while in the highest stratum ‘only’ 53 percent have a rather optimistic 
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view of their own future and personal life. The differences among individual 
Arab countries are more pronounced than between different strata of the 
entire MENA region. Unsurprisingly, Syrian refugees living in Lebanon are 
less optimistic than others, but young people in Bahrain, a wealthy coun-
try, are even less optimistic and frequently have mixed feelings about their 
future. Perhaps they feel they have something to lose. Another remarkable 
difference between young people in Germany and in the MENA region per-
tains to the relative level of assessment of the future of their societies. In the 
case of Germany, the number of those with an optimistic view about their 
society’s future has increased over recent years, from 41 percent in 2006, to 
more than 44 percent in 2010, to 51 percent in 2015. Nonetheless, the level 
of optimism over the years has remained well below the degree of optimism 
about their personal future.1 This contrasts with the MENA region, where 
almost 70 percent of young people have an optimistic view of their society’s 
future, a figure that exceeds the level of how young people assess their own 
future. 

Conclusion
Young people are part of the societies in which they live. It therefore should 
come as little surprise that in many respects attitudes and life situations dif-
fer between the young women and men in the Arab countries studied here 
and those in Germany. The comparisons in this chapter also show, however, 
that there is a range of characteristics and attributes that in the end are not 
so different as well. In the context of the present study, the most import-
ant one is that young people in Germany and the MENA countries highly 
value security. This pertains in particular to security in regard to their 
future personal plans, that is, the security associated with entering the job 
market, such as finding a good position with secure terms of employment 
and social security. It is in this realm that young people in the MENA states 
face structural disadvantages. Amidst political and economic uncertainty, 
and due to the lack of institutionalised career options, they have become 
a contained youth, more than ever dependent on their families to provide 
security. It remains an open question as to what extent unemployment, 

1. Of note, the question about youths’ personal future offers three answering options (‘rather 
pessimistic’, ‘rather optimistic’, ‘so-so’), while the question about the future of their society offers 
only two options (‘rather pessimistic’ and ‘rather optimistic’). As a consequence, these percent-
ages cannot easily be compared, as it is more likely to achieve high numbers concerning the 
future of society. E.g. concerning personal futures, about 40% opted in 2006 for ‘so-so’, while 
35% did so in 2015).



The FES MENA Youth Study and the German Shell Youth Study | 317 

non-competitiveness, and precarity result from a globalising labour market 
that produces too few qualified jobs, and to what extent they are conse-
quences of young people’s thorough entanglement and dependence on their 
families, turning adolescence into a trap that precludes timely experiences 
of self-responsibility and empowerment. 

In terms of comparing the actual MENA survey and the Shell survey, it is 
safe to say that despite many differences in the details, the biggest difference 
between them is rooted in Shell’s long tradition. Repeatedly conducting 
and publishing a comprehensive survey over a long period of time not only 
has the scientific advantages of monitoring changes over time, rather than 
offering snapshots of the situation at a given moment, but it also allows for 
a refinement of methodological tools. In addition, it has the potential to 
increase the impact of the survey in public debates, raising awareness about 
the situation of young people and keeping the issue on the agenda. It is 
in this sense that one hopes the present survey is the first in a long line of 
successors.
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Survey Objective 
Coping with Uncertainty: Youth in the Middle East and North Africa is the 
result of an outstanding joint effort by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), 
the University of Leipzig, Kantar Public (formerly TNS Infratest Politik-
forschung), and TNS Maroc and several other research centres and polling 
institutes from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). Ultimately, 
twenty-one entities and fifty-six co-organisers took part in this cooperative 
survey, combining their expertise in providing technical, organisational, 
and content-related know-how. While the Scientific Advisory Board was 
responsible for scientific guidance (see the preface), the project leader, 
based in Rabat, Morocco, managed and coordinated the field survey.

The primary objective of the survey was to better understand the situ-
ation of young people in the MENA region six years after the onset of the 
Arab Spring. Specifically, the study focuses on the uncertainties and insecu-
rities that have since unfolded there. One key question drove the research 
methodology: How to produce scientifically validated information about 
young people in Arab countries whose everyday situations have, in many 
respects, only been poorly explored? 

Based on the possibilities of being able to conduct on-site field research 
and extensive face-to-face interviews, eight countries were selected – Bah-
rain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia, and Yemen – in 
addition to Syrian refugees living in Lebanon, for a total of nine survey 
groups. During summer 2016, about 450 trained individuals conducted 
hour-long interviews with more than 9,000 young people. A total of 1,000 
interviews (net) was targeted for each country or survey group. This sam-
ple size is considered sufficient to generate an adequate representation of 
the target group as well as of socio-demographic and regional subgroups 
(e.g. age, gender, level of education). The universe of the survey comprises 
population aged 16–30 (in Jordan aged 18–30) who are residents in private 
households. With the exception of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, only 
nationals of the respective countries were interviewed.
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The preferred survey method was face-to-face interviews conducted with 
computer-aided personal interviewing (CAPI) technology.1 Since not all par-
ticipating institutions were able to fulfil the technical requirements for a CAPI 

survey, face-to-face surveys also consisted of paper and pencil interviewing 
(PAPI). In the case of the Syrian refugees, some computer-aided telephone 
interviewing (CATI) was carried out in addition to PAPI. Table A.1 provides 
an overview of the survey methods used for the different survey groups. 

Sampling
An important quality aspect for a survey is the sampling method and the 
sample’s representativeness. The strength of the sampling method depends 
on the extent to which the sample is representative of the population, or in 
other words, by how similar the sample and the population of interest are in 
all relevant aspects. The major goals of the survey in the MENA region were 
to ensure the comparability of the different national samplings and that 
each of the samplings reflected the country’s composition with respect to 
the survey universe as accurately as possible.

For reasons of feasibility, a nationwide quota sampling method was cho-
sen. Truly random sampling was not possible for practical, legal, and bud-
getary reasons. Total population, population distribution, and addresses 
were not known or accessible to the public in every country. Thus, detailed 

1. This interview method guarantees a high quality of data collection and allows for a complex 
questionnaire structure. Inconsistent or inadmissible responses by the interviewees or data en-
tries by the interviewers can easily be detected and avoided by the software via immediate checks. 
This also ensures that the interviewer does not miss any questions or ask a wrong question.
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Table A.1 Survey Groups and Methods

Country / Survey group Survey method

Egypt  CAPI

Bahrein  PAPI

Yemen  CAPI

Jordan  CAPI

Lebanon  PAPI + CAPI

Morocco  CAPI

Palestine  PAPI

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon  PAPI + CATI

Tunisia  PAPI

Table A.2 Regions and Sampling Points

Country / 
Survey group

Survey areas and regions taken into
account for sampling and weighting

Number of 
sampling 

points

Egypt
Cairo, Giza, Helwan, Asyut, Minya, Beni Suef, Qalyubia, Gharbia (Tanta, Ma-
halla), Dakahlia, Alexandria.

46

Bahrain Muharraq, Manama (capital), Al-Tijari (Manama commercial area), Riffa (south). 13

Yemen

Ibb, Abyan, Sana’a City, Sana’a, Al-Bayda, Taiz, Al-Jawf, Hajjah, Al-Hudaydah, 
Hadramaut, Dhamar, Shabwah, Aden, Lahij, Ma’rib, ’Amran, Dhale, Raymah, Al-
Mahwit. (Al-Mahrah, Sa’ada, and parts of other northern and southern governo-
rates were excluded).

103

Jordan
Irbid, Ajloun, Jerash, Mafraq, Balqa, Madaba, Amman, Zarqa, Karak, Tafi la, 
Ma’an, Aqaba.

100

Lebanon Beirut, Beqaa, Mount Lebanon, Nabatieh, North, South. 100

Morocco Casablanca, Rabat, Fès, Marrakech, Drâa, Tanger, Souss, Béni Mellal, Oriental. 73

Palestine
Hebron, Jenin, Tubas, Bethlehem, Ramallah, Jericho, Jerusalem, Nablus, Salfi t, 
Tulkarm, Qalqiliya, Gaza, Khan Yunis, Rafah, Northern Gaza, Deir al-Balah.

107

Syrian Refugees 
in Lebanon

One formal and about 4,000 informal refugee camps across six (pre-reform) 
governorates: Beirut, Beqaa, Mount Lebanon, Nabatieh, North, South.

100

Tunisia
Ariana, Béja, Ben Arous, Bizerte, Gabès, Gafsa, Jendouba, Kairouan, Kasserine, 
Kebili, Kef, Mahdia, Manouba, Medenine, Monastir, Nabeul, Sfax, Sidi Bouzid, 
Siliana, Sousse, Tataouine, Tozeur, Tunis, Zaghouan.

80
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information about the population universe, a precondition of random 
sampling, does not exist. Moreover, the respective governments in most 
countries required permits to conduct interviews in private homes, and 
these would have been difficult to obtain in eight countries simultane-
ously, particularly given the current political situation. The local institutes, 
responsible for fieldwork and sampling, have however an established set of 
methods for selecting sampling points and identifying eligible households 
to survey, with the aim of randomising the selection process as much as pos-
sible. To standardise the selection process, all interviewers were provided 
with detailed instruction manuals, which they had to carefully follow in 
order to find eligible respondents. We aimed to ensure to the closest extent 
possible a geographic spread of respondents according to the distribution 
of the survey universe in the respective country (except in the case of Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon). Some sparsely populated, remote areas, such as the 
desert regions of Morocco and Egypt, were however excluded from the 
samples. For each geographic area, the institutes provided a list of sampling 
points. The regions covered and the number of sampling points per country 
are displayed in Table A.2.
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Questionnaire Development
The Scientific Advisory Board developed the questionnaire in collabora-
tion with the University of Leipzig (Institute of Geography and Oriental 
Institute) and Kantar Public. It was divided into ten sections: social profile 
of the respondents, income and occupation, consumption and expenditure, 
identity formation, communication and use of internet, role of the state, reli-
gion, participation, experience with violence, and mobility. The University 
of Leipzig developed the questions for the sections by combining insights 
from the German Shell Youth studies with the university’s expertise on the 
MENA region. Based on several rounds of discussion among the members of 
the Scientific Advisory Board, Kantar Public, and representatives of local 
FES offices, a preliminary English master version of the questionnaire was 
drafted by the University of Leipzig in autumn 2015. 

This early master version consisted of about 200 closed-ended ques-
tions, some with extensive item or statement batteries. It did not contain 
any open-ended questions (see Appendix II: Questionnaire). The English 
questionnaire served as the basis for all Arabic, country-specific question-
naires. The translation entailed the following steps:

1. Development of the master questionnaire in English, including the 
programming of the CAPI version.

2. After several rounds of quality control reviews by the project group 
(which was composed of the authors of this text, changing members 
of Scientific Advisory Board, and representatives from local research 
institutes), the final English master version was translated into 
Modern Standard Arabic. 

3. The Arabic master version and the English master were forwarded to 
the national institutes for adjusting translations into the respective 
Arabic dialects. This concerns Morocco, Tunisia, Lebanon, and 
Palestine while institutes in the other countries used the Modern 
Standard Arabic version. 

4. The University of Leipzig then double-checked the national 
translations together with the requested questionnaire changes and 
retranslated them into English. 

5. Finally, all questionnaire changes were discussed and either accepted 
or rejected by the project group. 

The final Arabic master version and the adjusted national questionnaires 
were handed over to TNS Maroc and a subcontractor for programming. The 



Appendix I: Methodology | 325 

CAPI master script was tested and (after some changes) verified by the proj-
ect group. After approval of the master script, the national versions of the 
questionnaire (CAPI and PAPI) were generated, delivered to the local field 
institutes, and tested by their research teams. The estimated average inter-
view duration for all countries ranged between sixty to seventy minutes.

Interviewer Training and Fieldwork
In each country, a trained staff of approximately fifty people recruited by 
social research institutes conducted the interviews. Recruitment criteria 
included age (aged circa 25–35), gender (circa 60 percent female, 40 per-
cent male), and professional experience as interviewers. The aim of having 
a mix of interviewers in terms of geography, local dialects, and religion was 
also factored into the selection process.

To ensure comparable data generation across all countries, it was essen-
tial that all interviewers receive the same training programme and materials 
to be well prepared. Written interviewer guidelines were developed by the 
University of Leipzig and TNS Maroc in cooperation with Kantar Public 
and provided to the national field institutes. The interviewers of all national 
field institutes received a three-day training conducted by local fieldwork 
managers and supervisors from the institutes. Either a project manager of 
TNS Maroc or the FES project director accompanied all training sessions. 
The main focus of the training was to provide local field managers and 
interviewers with information on the background and central objectives 
of the survey, schedule of the survey, content of the questionnaire, how to 
ask certain questions, and how to conduct the interview (e.g. how to select 
potential interviewees, how to approach them, and how to ask them to take 
part in the survey). During the training, all participating interviewers had 
to conduct test interviews to familiarise themselves with the questionnaire, 
the wording of questions, and filter questions. 

Each national institute conducted a minimum of twenty pilot inter-
views to test the research tools (survey method and questionnaire). The 
main objective of these interviews was to check the comprehensibility of 
the questionnaire; its language, translations, and interview instructions; the 
completeness of answer categories for each question; and the functionality 
of filters. Furthermore, the pilot served to train the interviewers, highlight 
potential problems (e.g. poor response to specific questions), and test the 
CAPI questionnaire application as well as the social acceptance of the use of 
CAPI tablets in rural and peripheral urban areas. All pilot interviews were 
conducted during the interviewers’ training in March 2016. 
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During the following weeks, the results of the pilot phase were anal-
ysed and the questionnaire adjusted where necessary. Experiences and sug-
gestions for enhancements were collected in a standardised template and 
provided to the project group. All comments and recommendations made 
by the different institutes were reviewed and discussed by the team. Ulti-
mately, only a few minor amendments resulted from pre-testing, the excep-
tion being extra questions for the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, for whom 
some questions were deleted while others were developed. All changes in 
wording and expressions were translated once again, double-checked by the 
University of Leipzig, and finally approved by the project group.

The fieldwork for the main phase was conducted in the first three weeks 
of May 2016, with the exception of Tunisia (May–June 2016) and Morocco 
( June–July 2016). All interviews were carried out in the local Arabic dia-

lect. Interviews were held at respondents’ homes or in such public places 
as cafés, community centres, and the like. It was of major importance that 
the respondents felt comfortable, so the interview location was chosen 
accordingly. The number of interviews conducted, the base for the survey 
findings, is given in Table A.3. All in all, data for 9,057 interviews (gross) 
were delivered for the main survey groups. Out of these, eighteen inter-
views were deleted due to incoherencies or missing data. Thus, the net num-
ber of interviews totalled 9,039. Overall, the target of 1,000 net interviews 
could be achieved for most of the countries or survey groups. For Tunisia 
and the target group of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, the planned number of 
interviews was only missed by one and two interviews, respectively. Due to 

 380

Table A.3 Distribution of Interviews

Country / Survey group Number of interviews 
realised (gross)

Number of interviews 
approved (net)

Egypt 1,139 1,130

Bahrain 1,039 1,038

Yemen  811  808

Jordan 1,000 1,000

Lebanon 1,000 1,000

Morocco 1,069 1,065

Palestine 1,002 1,001

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon  999  999

Tunisia  998  998

Total 9,057 9,039

Table A.4 Survey Groups and Weighting

Country / Survey group Weighting (min.–max.)

Egypt 0.571–2.080

Bahrain 0.700–1.210

Yemen 0.400–2.500

Jordan 0.349–2.500

Lebanon 0.707–1.397

Morocco 0.517–2.379

Palestine 0.763–1.596

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon 1.001–1.001

Tunisia 0.474–1.803

Total 0.349–2.500

Table A.5 Qualitative Interviews 

Country / Survey group Qualitative interview dates

Egypt 22–26 December 2016

Bahrain 21 December 2016 to 7 January 2017

Yemen 20 December 2016 to 12 January 2017

Jordan 17 December 2016 to 11 January 2017

Lebanon 17 December 2016 to 10 January 2017

Morocco 8–16 December 2016

Palestine 8–21 December 2016

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon 23 December 2016 to 10 January 2017

Tunisia 1–10 January 2017
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the escalating situation of armed conflicts and war in Yemen, only 808 net 
interviews could be completed there. 

Data Collection, Checks, and Weighting
The data collected was stored in a central CAPI database at TNS Maroc and 
its subcontractor. Survey data collected through PAPI and CATI techniques 
had to be entered into the CAPI system manually by the local field institutes.

The ability of the CAPI technique to include automated plausibility 
checks wherever appropriate cannot substitute for a thorough ex-post data 
check and cleaning. This is because not all theoretically possible checks for 
consistency and plausibility can reasonably be implemented through CAPI, 
because overloading the interview must be avoided. Also, increased complex-
ity of the questionnaire would have increased the risk of errors in the CAPI 
survey. Since CAPI was not used to conduct the interviews in some countries, 
thorough data checks became even more necessary. During fieldwork, Kan-
tar Public carried out data validation with sets of interim data via Excel and 
SPSS (statistical software program) syntaxes. In parallel, Kantar Public and 
the University of Leipzig conducted the final comprehensive data check. 

Kantar Public was responsible for data amendments. As the final dataset 
comprised all data, the checking syntax was implemented in the same way 
for all countries. A set or range of acceptable values was established for each 
variable, and the validity of each recorded value was checked in isolation 
from the rest of the data. A check for missing values was also included. Fur-
thermore, checks were carried out with regard to filters (i.e. whether a cer-
tain question had to be answered according to the structure and sequencing 
of the questionnaire).

Structural differences among the results are common in random sam-
plings. To ensure that the final structure of the sampling conveyed the struc-
ture of the survey universe, differences were cleared by factorial weighting. 
To correct these structural differences, the weighting factors must be based 
on comparisons of the sample structure to the structure of the target pop-
ulation (i.e. the demographic structure of the countries in question). The 
survey data was weighted for all target groups with respect to the structural 
variables of age (three groups, aged 16–20, 21–25, and 26–30), gender, and 
region, based on statistics available (UN 2015; CIO 2015). The weighting pro-
cedure was executed in an iterative process, by which the weights were iter-
atively developed by comparing the actual distribution with regard to the 
target structure of the sample. This process was continued until an approx-
imate ideal distribution for the three structural variables was achieved and 
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no further improvements were possible. The iterative process ensures that 
deviations caused in a previous step are corrected in subsequent steps. It 
yields weighting factors for each single respondent. The weighting steps 
were conducted on a country-by-country basis. In contrast to the national 
surveys, the survey data for Syrian refugees was only weighted with respect 
to gender, because no other statistics for this universe were available. The 
weighting process is described here using Egypt as an example, with a total 
of 1,130 interviews. In the first step, the actual distribution of the age groups 
was compared with the target distribution of the groups:

• group 1, aged 16–20: actual 34.9 percent, target 32.6 percent
• group 2, aged 21–25: actual 36.7 percent, target 34.7 percent
• group 3, aged 26–30: actual 28.4 percent, target 32.7 percent

As a result, respondents of group 1 received a weight of 0.94, group 2 of 
0.95, and group 3 of 1.15. Because the interview number was ‘reduced’ to 
1,000 for each survey, the three groups received the following reduced start-
ing weights: 0.83, 0.84, and 1.02, respectively.

In the second step, the structure variable ‘gender’ was examined:

• group 1, men: actual 47.1 percent, target 51.1 percent
• group 2, women: actual 52.9 percent, target 48.9 percent1

In the final step, the distribution for the regions was adjusted. For Egypt, 
there were a total of 11 regions (see Table A.2).

By adjusting one structural variable, the distribution of the other struc-
tural variables changes as well, which causes a deterioration of their target 
distributions. It is due to this effect that the iteration process is carried out 
until the target figures are achieved. The number of iterative cycles con-
ducted strongly depends on the quality of the sample. In the example here, 
only three iteration cycles were needed, which speaks favourably of the 
quality of the sampling data. Case weights for the different surveys range 
between 0.349 and 2.500. The case weight details for each survey country 
are listed in Table A.4.

In a final weighting step, all national samples were adjusted to net sam-
ples of 1,000 interviews. Thus, for overall results that include all nine target 

1. Without the starting weights for age, the weights for gender would have been 47.3 percent 
versus 52.7 percent.
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groups, each group has the same weight, independent of the country’s size 
of population or other factors. For all countries (but not for Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon), the data sources used for weighting gender and age were 
United Nations statistics (UN 2015) and official figures for Bahrain (CIO 
2015). The statistics for the regional distribution of national populations 
provided by the national institutes, together with their sample information, 
were used as the basis for the calculation of regional weighting. 

Qualitative Interviews
As important as the insights from quantitative surveys are, not all aspects 
of everyday life can be captured numerically. Additional depth and contex-
tual explanations can often be obtained through qualitative research, which 
was therefore included early on in the project design. The questionnaire for 
these interviews was aligned to the themes of the quantitative survey: 

• youth opportunities and politics 
• family, trust, and intergenerational justice
• the Arab Spring 
• international politics. 

All interviewees had already participated in the quantitative survey. The 
following quotas were established for interviewee selection among those 
who agreed to in-depth interviews:

• male/female: 50/50 
• large city/small town/rural: 33/33/33 
• basic/secondary/higher education: 30/40/30.
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Table A.3 Distribution of Interviews

Country / Survey group Number of interviews 
realised (gross)

Number of interviews 
approved (net)

Egypt 1,139 1,130

Bahrain 1,039 1,038

Yemen  811  808

Jordan 1,000 1,000

Lebanon 1,000 1,000

Morocco 1,069 1,065

Palestine 1,002 1,001

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon  999  999

Tunisia  998  998

Total 9,057 9,039

Table A.4 Survey Groups and Weighting

Country / Survey group Weighting (min.–max.)

Egypt 0.571–2.080

Bahrain 0.700–1.210

Yemen 0.400–2.500

Jordan 0.349–2.500

Lebanon 0.707–1.397

Morocco 0.517–2.379

Palestine 0.763–1.596

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon 1.001–1.001

Tunisia 0.474–1.803

Total 0.349–2.500

Table A.5 Qualitative Interviews 

Country / Survey group Qualitative interview dates

Egypt 22–26 December 2016

Bahrain 21 December 2016 to 7 January 2017

Yemen 20 December 2016 to 12 January 2017

Jordan 17 December 2016 to 11 January 2017

Lebanon 17 December 2016 to 10 January 2017

Morocco 8–16 December 2016

Palestine 8–21 December 2016

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon 23 December 2016 to 10 January 2017

Tunisia 1–10 January 2017
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For each country or survey group, at least ten qualitative interviews were 
carried out in late 2016 and early 2017 (see Table A.5). The same institutions 
that had been responsible for carrying out the quantitative surveys recruited 
the male and female interviewers. The complete interviews were provided 
as audio files, with full Arabic transcriptions and English translations, and 
then shared with the authors of the volume.
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Given the international constitution of the Scientific Advisory 
Board, the questionnaire for this study of the youth in the Middle East 
and North Africa was developed in English. The English master version 
was then translated into Modern Standard Arabic, and for some countries, 
further adjusted to the respective Arabic dialect. Thus, the English version 
presented here was not applied during field research. This version also does 
not indicate filters applied for individual questions, instructions, and mul-
tiple-answer options.

In the chapters, some authors might in a few cases use slightly different 
English when referencing the questionnaire. For example, if they worked 
from the Arabic master version, they may have adopted or preferred slightly 
different translations or phrasing. Hence, this English version of the ques-
tionnaire only serves to better orientate readers.
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Questionnaire

Given the international constitution of the Scientific Advisory Board, the 
questionnaire for this study of youths in the Middle East and North 

Africa was developed in English. The English master version was then 
translated into Modern Standard Arabic, and for some countries, further 
adjusted to the respective Arabic dialect. Thus, the English version pre-
sented here was not applied during field research. This version also does 
not indicate filters applied for individual questions, instructions, and mul-
tiple-answer options.

In the chapters, some authors might in a few cases use slightly diff erent 
English when referencing the questionnaire. For example, if they worked 
from the Arabic master version, they may have adopted or preferred slight-
ly diff erent translations or phrasing. Hence, this English version of the 
questionnaire only serves to better orient readers.

1 Please select fi eldwork country (to be completed by interviewer)
� Morocco � Jordan � Yemen

� Tunisia � Palestine � Bahrain

� Egypt � Lebanon � Syrian Refugees (in Lebanon)

2 Please tell me your nationality
� Moroccan � Jordanian � Yemeni � Stateless

� Tunisian � Palestinian � Bahraini � Other

� Egyptian � Lebanese � Syrian

3 Record gender
� Male � Female

4 Can you please tell me your year of birth?

5 Identify milieu of residence (to be completed by interviewer)
� Refugee camp � Small city 20,001–100,000

� Hamlet < 50 � Medium-sized city 100.001–500,000

� Village 50–1,000 � Large city > 500,000

� Rural centre 1,001–20,000

6 Please select the fi eldwork region (to be completed by interviewer)

7 Please select the fi eldwork area (to be completed by interviewer)
� Urban � Rural
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8 Please select the sampling point (to be completed by interviewer)

9 If you consider your personal situation in all its parts and aspects today (school / job, 
family, economic situation, political transformations, future developments, etc.), all in all, 
do you feel rather secure or rather insecure? 
Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 (not at all secure) to 10 (totally secure)

1 Not at all 
secure

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 Totally 
secure

Personal situation � � � � � � � � � �

10 Can you specify the area of security? I feel secure / insecure in the following fi elds:
Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 (not at all secure) to 10 (totally secure)

1 Not at all 
secure

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 Totally 
secure

My economic situation � � � � � � � � � �

My health status � � � � � � � � � �

My emotions � � � � � � � � � �

My exposure to violence � � � � � � � � � �

My access to food � � � � � � � � � �

The future of my family � � � � � � � � � �

The probability of armed confl ict � � � � � � � � � �

My future professional career � � � � � � � � � �

11 Would you consider yourself to belong to the youths or to the group of adults?
� Youths � Adults

PERSONAL SITUATION

12 Please tell me your country of birth
� Morocco � Lebanon � Libya

� Tunisia � Yemen � Iraq

� Egypt � Bahrain � Other

� Jordan � Saudi Arabia

� Palestine � Syria

13 Birth sequence: Are you …?
� Single child � Oldest child � Middle child � Youngest child

14 Marital status: Are you …?
� Single � Divorced  

� Engaged � Widowed

� Married  

15 What is your current living situation?
� Living with parents (within same household) � Living alone

�
Living together with parents in one house (but 
own household) 

� Living in a shared apartment with friends
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�
Living with my own family / partner (without 
parents)

� Other

16 Including yourself: how many people live in your household?
___

17 Among those: how many people are between 16 and 65 years old including yourself?
___

18 Who is the head of household among the people you are living with?
� Myself � My mother 

� My husband / wife � Nobody

� My father � Somebody else 

19 Who manages everyday affairs for your household?
� Myself � My mother 

� My husband / wife

� Somebody else� My father

20 How would you assess the economic situation of your family today?
� Very good � Rather good � Rather bad � Very bad

21 How would you assess the economic situation of your family in 2010?
� Very good � Rather good � Rather bad � Very bad

� Do not know

22 What is your mother language(s)?

�
Colloquial Arabic (‘amiya, 
darija)

� Spanish � Syriac (siryaniya)

� Amazigh � English � Nobiin (nubiyya)

� Kurdish � German � Other

� French � Armenian

23 What other languages do you speak fl uently?

�
Colloquial Arabic (‘amiya, 
Darija)

� Spanish � Nobiin (Nubiyya)

� Standard Arabic � English � Other

� Amazigh � German � No other language

� Kurdish � Armenian

� French � Syriac (Siryaniya)

24 Are you a student?
� Yes � No

25 Are you going to…?
� School � University � Vocational training � Disrupted (Refugee, etc.)

� Nobody
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26 How many years did you go to school (excluding pre-school and university)? 
Please, calculate total years (maximum: up until baccalaureate).

___

27 Highest degree achieved
� Illiterate � Baccalaureate / A-levels / tawjihi

� Read and write but no formal education � Technical / vocational diploma

� Primary school � University degree (bachelor’s, master’s)

� Secondary / intermediate school � PhD

PARENTS

Father

28 Please, tell us something about your father: Is your father still alive?
� Yes � No � Don’t know

29 How old is your father? (Age)
_____

� Don’t know

30 What is / was his level of education (highest degree):
� Illiterate � Technical / vocational diploma

� Read and write but no formal education � University degree (bachelor’s, master’s)

� Primary school � PhD

� Secondary / intermediate school � Don’t know

� Baccalaureate / A-levels / tawjihi

31 And what is / was his main occupation? (Job held the longest)
� State employee

� Employee (with insurance)

� Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment)

� Remunerated labourer as part of a family business

� Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer, etc.)

� Self-employed without higher education, but qualifi cation (trade, commerce, industry, etc.)

� Self-employed in agriculture

� Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income)

� Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income)

� Jobless

� Work without income

� Retired

� Other  

32 And what is / was his main occupation? (Job held the longest)
� State employee
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� Employee (with insurance)

� Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment)

� Remunerated labourer as part of a family business

� Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer, etc.)

� Self-employed without higher education, but qualifi cation (trade, commerce, industry, etc.)

� Self-employed in agriculture

� Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income)

� Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income)

� Jobless

� Work without income

� Retired

� Other  

33 Concerning his main occupation, please tell me …
The number of hours per day he is working ___ � Don’t know 

How many days during the week ___ � Don’t know 

How many weeks during the month ___ � Don’t know 

How many months during the year ___ � Don’t know 

34 What about his income? In his main occupation, is he …?

� Paid per day �
Paid every fort-
night

� Paid per season � Don’t know

� Paid per week � Paid per month � Paid per job/task � Not paid

35 Can you please tell me how much he earns? Per day / week / month / season / job
Per day _______________ Per month _______________

Per week _______________ Per season (total for last year) _______________

Per fortnight _______________ Per job / task (total for last year) _______________

36 Does he receive continuous payment in case of sickness?
� Yes � No � Don’t know

Mother

37 Please, tell us something about your mother: Is your mother still alive?
� Yes � No � Don’t know

38 How old is your mother (age)?
_____

� Don’t know

39 What is / was her level of education (highest degree):

� Illiterate � Technical / vocational diploma

� Read & write but no formal education � University degree (bachelor’s, master’s)

� Primary school � PhD

� Secondary / intermediate school � Don’t know

� Baccalaureate / A-levels / tawjihi
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40 What kind of different tasks / jobs did or does your mother do? Please tick.
� State employee

� Employee (with insurance)

� Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment)

� Remunerated labourer as part of a family business

� Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer, etc.)

� Self-employed without higher education, but qualifi cation (trade, commerce, industry, etc.)

� Self-employed in agriculture

� Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income)

� Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income)

� Jobless

� Work without income (e. g. housewife)

� Retired

� Other  

41 And what is / was her main occupation? (Job held the longest)
� State employee

� Employee (with insurance)

� Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment)

� Remunerated labourer as part of a family business

� Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer, etc.)

� Self-employed without higher education, but qualifi cation (trade, commerce, industry, etc.)

� Self-employed in agriculture

� Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income)

� Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income)

� Jobless

� Work without income (e. g. housewife)

� Retired

� Other

42 Concerning her main occupation, please tell me …
The number of hours per day she is working ___ � Don’t know

How many days during the week ___ � Don’t know

How many weeks during the month ___ � Don’t know

How many months during the year ___ � Don’t know

43 What about her income? In her main occupation, is she …?

� Paid per day �
Paid every fort-
night

� Paid per season � Don’t know

� Paid per week � Paid per month � Paid per job / task � Not paid

44 Can you please tell me how much she earns? Per day / week / month / season / job
Per day _______________ Per month _______________

Per week _______________ Per season (total for last year) _______________

Per fortnight _______________ Per job / task (total for last year) _______________

45 Does she receive continuous payment in case of sickness?
� Yes � No � Don’t know
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46 Would you consider yourself as being part of the working class?
� Yes � No � Does not apply � Don’t know

47 Class assessment: How would you describe your family?
� Wealthy

� Upper middle class

� Lower middle class

� Poor

� Destitute (’ala bab Allah, etc.)

HOUSING

48 What kind of neighbourhood do you live in?
� Public housing � Informal housing � Private housing � Refugee camp

49 Informal housing type
� Informal land � Illegal construction � Provisional/deteriorated house

50 What kind of housing / building are you living in today?
� Mansion � Informal/provisional housing 

� Single house � Tent

� Terraced house � Room

� Apartment � Other

51 How many years have you personally been living in this housing situation?
_____

52 Are you/ Is your head of household …?
� Tenant

� Owner of the place you live in

� Living in accommodation provided free of charge by a company, institution, or individual

� Other

53 Did you …?
� Inherit � Buy the house/apartment � Build the home

54 Do you have a room for yourself?
� Yes � No � No reply

55 Which of the following items do you have available in your household?
� Tap water � Television � Air conditioning

� Electricity � Satellite antenna � Moped, motorcycle

� WC � Refrigerator � Car/pick-up/lorry/tractor

� Separate kitchen � Computer/laptop/tablet

� Stove � Internet access
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56 Does your household own livestock?
� Yes � No

57 Can you please tell me how many animals you own?
Sheep _____ Mules _____

Goats _____ Dromedary, camel _____

Chicken _____ Water buffalo _____

Cows _____ Rabbits _____

Horses _____ Pigeons _____

Donkeys _____ Other _____

58 Does your household own agricultural land?
� Yes � No

59 Can you please tell me how much agricultural land you own?
Irrigated land (m²) _______________ � Don’t know

Rainfed land (bour, etc.) (m²) _______________ � Don’t know

60 Does your household currently produce food for its own consumption?
� Yes � No

61 How large is its share, if you consider the total food expenditure? 
Please give a rough estimate.

In per cent (%) 1 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 60 70 80 90 100
Don’t 
know

Food 
expenditure

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

ECONOMY 

62 How do you assess your personal economic situation today?
� Very good � Rather good � Rather bad � Very bad

63 Do you possess a private bank or postal account?
� Yes � No

64 Do you possess a private credit card?
� Yes � No

65 Do you personally have some money available, either from working, from your family, 
or from other sources?
� Yes � No

66 If you do not have any money at your disposal, can you please indicate your situation?
� Student

� Vocational training or internship

� Temporary without work (less than three months)

� Long-term unemployed (more than three months)
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� Permanently not working (e. g. young spouses who are not permitted to work)

� Retired / sick

67 What are the different sources of your budget?
� From family � From own work � From scholarship � Other

68 If the only source for your budget is your family or transfers from other persons/
institutions, could you please describe your situation?
� Student

� Vocational training or internship

� Temporary without work (less than three months)

� Long-term unemployed (more than three months)

� Permanently not working (e. g. young spouses who are not permitted to work)

� Retired with transfer income from government support (e. g. handicapped)

� Retired, no income (e. g. sickness)

� Does not apply 

69 You said you receive money from the family or from other sources (excluding income 
from your own work). Do you …?
� Receive it on a regular basis � Receive it on an irregular basis

70 If you have to guess, how much money do you receive on average per month from 
your family or other sources (excluding income from your own work)?

_______________

71 If you work for money: how many jobs do you have today?
_______________

72 What kind of different tasks/jobs are you doing?
� State employee

� Employee (with insurance)

� Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment)

� Remunerated labourer as part of a family business

� Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer etc.)

� Self-employed without higher education (trade, commerce, industry, etc.)

� Self-employed in agriculture

� Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income)

� Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income)

� Retired

� Other

73 Please rank these jobs concerning your income from most important (1) to 
least important (3).

1 2 3

State employee � � �

Employee (with insurance) � � �

Worker (no insurance, but continuous employment) � � �
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Remunerated labourer as part of a family business � � �

Self-employed with higher education (medical doctor, lawyer etc.) � � �

Self-employed without higher education (trade, commerce, industry, etc.) � � �

Self-employed in agriculture � � �

Self-employed in service sector (continuous work, unstable income) � � �

Day labourer (unstable employment, unstable income) � � �

Retired � � �

Other � � �

74 What about Jobs: Please tell me …

       What about … Job 1: Please tell me …

How many hours per day you are working  _______________

How many days during the week you are working  _______________

How many weeks during the month you are working  _______________

How many months during the year you are working  _______________

       What about … Job 2: Please tell me …

How many hours per day you are working  _______________

How many days during the week you are working  _______________

How many weeks during the month you are working  _______________

How many months during the year you are working  _______________

       What about … Job 3: Please tell me …

How many hours per day you are working  _______________

How many days during the week you are working  _______________

How many weeks during the month you are working  _______________

How many months during the year you are working  _______________

75 And how much are you paid per job? Job 1:
Day _______________ Month _______________

Week _______________ Job / task _______________

Fortnight _______________

And how much are you paid per job? Job 2:
Day _______________ Month _______________

Week _______________ Job / task _______________

Fortnight _______________

And how much are you paid per job? Job 3:
Day _______________ Month _______________

Week _______________ Job / task _______________

Fortnight _______________
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76 Do you receive continuous payment in case of sickness? (Answer for each job)
Yes No

Job 1 � �

Job 2 � �

Job 3 � �

77 How did you fi nd out about your most important job?
� Friends informed me about the job � Via a private employment agency

� Via Internet � A public institution (e. g. employment offi ce) informed me

� Somebody from my family informed me � Other

� I read an advertisement

Job 1

78 Concerning this work, what are the reasons you are engaging in it?
True Partly true Not true

I had no other option � � �

It is the only work I know how to do � � �

It is a secure job � � �

The business belongs to my family � � �

My boss is from the same area � � �

It’s nicely paid � � �

It’s work that is socially well accepted � � �

I can engage with friends and colleagues � � �

I can learn a lot � � �

I have the option to upgrade my position � � �

79 Do you like this work?
� Not at all 

� A little 

� So-so  

� A lot 

� 100 percent

80 Do you support your parents fi nancially? If yes, is that on an irregular or regular basis?
� I do not support my parents fi nancially

� I support my parents fi nancially on an irregular basis

� I support my parents fi nancially on a regular basis

81 How much money per month do you support your parents with?
_______________

82 How should an employment situation and your job be in order for you to be satisfi ed?
1 Not impor-

tant at all
2 Rather not 

important
3 So-

so
4 Rather 
important

5 Very 
important

Don’t 
know

Earning a high income � � � � � �
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Options to upgrade my position � � � � � �

A secure job � � � � � �

Having a lot of contacts with other people � � � � � �

Feeling of achieving something � � � � � �

Feeling of being accepted � � � � � �

Possibility to support others � � � � � �

Possibility of implementing own ideas � � � � � �

Doing something useful for society � � � � � �

Possibility of doing something that makes 
sense to me

� � � � � �

A job that allows for enough leisure time � � � � � �

83 How confi dent are you about the possibility of realising your wishes concerning 
your job?
� Not confi dent at all 

� Rather not confi dent 

� Rather confi dent 

� Totally confi dent

� Does not apply

84 Are you already at the maximum of your performance concerning your studies, your work, 
or your daily affairs? What describes your situation best?
� I am consistently not using my full potential and I am ill 

� I am consistently not using my full potential

� I am not using my full potential

� I live a good balance between work and leisure

� I feel stressed

� I am permanently stressed 

� I am permanently stressed and I am ill

� No reply

85 Are you in a position to save money?
� Yes � No

86 How much money do you save per month on average?
_________

87 For what purpose do you save money primarily?
� For security reasons, in case of emergency � For my retirement

� As dowry for my marriage � Migration

� For building or buying a house � Other 

� For my children

88 Do you have debts, either with institutions (e. g. banks) or individuals?
� Yes � No
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89 To how many institutions (e. g. banks) or persons do you have debts?
Institutions (e. g. banks) ___ Persons ___

90 How high are your debts?
� Few (less than one monthly budget)

� Medium (between one and six monthly budgets)

� High (more than six monthly budgets)

91 Have you ever been a member of a rotating savings association?
� Yes � No

92 When (year) did you last participate in a rotating savings association?
_______

93 How many members took part, including yourself?
___

94 What amount did you personally invest per month?
_________

95 Do you have health insurance?
� Yes � No � Don’t know / No answer

96 Is this insurance …?
� Private � Public � Don’t know

97 Please identify the 4 items you spend the most money on.
� Wheat and bread � Internet � Music � Studies

�
Food (oil, sugar, 
etc.)

�
Video and online 
games

�
Going out with 
friends

� Cosmetics

� Local snacks �
Paying debts/ instal-
ments

� Water/electricity � Other

�
McDonald’s, Pizza 
Hut, KFC

� Transport/travelling � Housing rent

� Clothes � Cigarettes �
Gas cylinders (cook-
ing)

� Mobile phone � Medication, drugs � Insurance

98 How important is the availability of cheap bread for you and your family?
� Very important � Important � Not important

99 Do you buy or bake bread in your household?
� Buy � Bake � Buy and bake

100 Have you ever made the experience of having to wait for being supplied with bread 
(except during Ramadan)?
� Yes � No
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101 Is that …?
� Before 2010 � After 2010 � Both before and after 2010

102 Did that happen …?
� Consistently � Frequently � From time to time � Rarely

103 Can you please indicate the average hours of waiting per week?
_____

104 Do you possess a ration card in order to buy or receive food?
� Yes � No

105 How important is the ration card for you and your family?
� Very important � Important � Not important

106 In order to buy food, do you use …?
� Weekly market � Bakery

� Street vendor (sitting on the ground) � Supermarket (self-service)

� Mobile hawker with carriage � Hypermarket  

� Stall at the neighbourhood market � Wholesaler 

� Grocer � Malls

� Butcher � Other 

107 Can you please tell me the frequency of use of each selected outlet to buy food items?

Daily
Every sec-
ond day

Twice a 
week

Weekly Monthly
Less frequently 

than once a month

Weekly market � � � � � �

Street vendor (sitting on the 
ground)

� � � � � �

Mobile hawker with carriage � � � � � �

Stall at neighbourhood market � � � � � �

Grocer � � � � � �

Butcher � � � � � �

Bakery � � � � � �

Supermarket (self-service) � � � � � �

Hypermarket � � � � � �

Wholesaler � � � � � �

Malls � � � � � �

108 A lot of food products we consume are produced outside the Arab World. How important 
is it for you that all of them are halal products?
� Very important � Important � Not important

109 Have you ever consciously bought a product – food or cosmetics – that was labelled as 
being halal? Which type?
� Cosmetics � Meat � None

� Convenience food � Other  � Don’t know
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PUBLIC SPHERE

110 How important for your life is the …?
1 Not at all 
important

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 Totally 
important

Absence of violence � � � � � � � � � �

Security of basic needs � � � � � � � � � �

Basic rights for minorities � � � � � � � � � �

Freedom of opinion and speech � � � � � � � � � �

Freedom of assembly � � � � � � � � � �

Freedom to elect political leaders � � � � � � � � � �

Freedom of movement � � � � � � � � � �

111 Please rank the three most important rights FOR YOU (1 = most important).
1 2 3

Absence of violence � � �

Security of basic needs � � �

Basic rights for minorities � � �

Freedom of opinion and speech � � �

Freedom of assembly � � �

Freedom to elect political leaders � � �

Freedom of movement � � �

112 Related to these three rights, can the state provide what you need?
Yes No

Absence of violence � �

Security of basic needs � �

Basic rights for minorities � �

Freedom of opinion and speech � �

Freedom of assembly � �

Freedom to elect political leaders � �

Freedom of movement � �

113 If you look around the world, what kind of political system would you prefer?
� A strong man who governs the country � A democratic system 

� A strong woman who governs the country � A combined democratic and Islamic system

� A religious state based on sharia � A system without nation states

� A socialist system � Other 

� A combined socialist and Islamic system � Don’t know

114 What about your trust in different institutions?
No trust Limited trust Trust Unknown

Public health system � � � �

Educational system � � � �

Media � � � �

Family � � � �
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United Nations � � � �

Police � � � �

Government � � � �

Trade unions � � � �

Parliament � � � �

Zawiya (religious school, Sufi  orders) � � � �

Human rights NGOs � � � �

Neighbourhood associations � � � �

Tribe � � � �

Parties � � � �

Religious organisations � � � �

Legal system and courts � � � �

Military � � � �

Militias (armed groups) � � � �

115 Should the state play a larger or a smaller role in daily life or is it good as it is 
at the moment?
� Larger role � Good as it is � Smaller role

116 If larger: Can you please specify the area where the state should be more present?
� Social Security � Surveillance � Transparency � Other

117 If smaller: Can you please specify the area where the state should be less present?
� Social Security � Surveillance � Transparency � Other

118 How do you term the events that have been taking place in the MENA region since late 
2010 / early 2011?

� Arab Spring � Uprising �
Popular movement (haraka 
sha’biyya)

� Revolution � Civil war � Other  

� Insurgency � Foreign intervention � No answer 

� Riot � Coup d’état (inqilab)

� Rebellion � Anarchy (fawda)

119 Now, talking about these events, how would you judge the following statements?
Disagree So-so Agree Don’t know

The events did not change anything � � � �

The events are continuing � � � �

The events were started by the youth and then hijacked by others � � � �

The events united the youth globally � � � �

The events were of great importance for myself � � � �

The events were enabled by the secular youth � � � �

The Muslim Brotherhood made the events happen � � � �

The Islamists are strengthened by the events � � � �

The events changed my life � � � �

With the events, we are better off today � � � �
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The events enabled Islamic solidarity to grow � � � �

The events enabled the secular forces to grow � � � �

The events brought the Arab people closer to each other � � � �

The events are responsible for widespread violence � � � �

International actors have supported Arab regimes too long � � � �

External actors instigated the events � � � �

International actors have long worked for Arab regimes to fall � � � �

The US wanted to stir up the whole region � � � �

120 Please, consider the following statements. Do you rather disagree or agree?
1 Completely 

disagree
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

10 Completely 
agree

I perceive myself as a citizen 
with the same rights as all other 
citizens

� � � � � � � � � �

In this society not everybody has 
the same rights

� � � � � � � � � �

I feel excluded from society � � � � � � � � � �

I am part of a minority � � � � � � � � � �

SOCIETY AND IDENTITY

121 How religious are you, on a scale of 1 (not religious) to 10 (very religious)?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Answer 
rejected

Today � � � � � � � � � � �

Five years ago � � � � � � � � � � �

122 Would you tell me your religious conviction?
� Muslim � Jewish � None

� Christian � Other � No answer 

123 Which visible signs of your religious orientation are you wearing/using? (Interviewer: 
Observe, don’t ask).
� Prayer bump � Cross  

� Headscarf  � Short djellaba (for men only)

� Niqâb (for women only) � None

� Tattoo � Other 

124 What do you think? ‘Religion is a private matter and nobody should interfere.’
� Yes � No � I do not care

125 Should Islam play a larger or a smaller role in daily life, or is it good as it is at the mo-
ment? (Auto-code ‘does not apply’ for non-Muslims)
� Larger role

� Good as it is

� Smaller role
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� Answer rejected 

� Does not apply

126 What about your attachments to different groups. Do you feel attached to …?
1 Not 
at all

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 To-
tally

Don’t 
know

Your national community � � � � � � � � � � �

Your religious community � � � � � � � � � � �

The Arab nation � � � � � � � � � � �

Your tribal community � � � � � � � � � � �

People of your region � � � � � � � � � � �

Your family � � � � � � � � � � �

Young people around the world � � � � � � � � � � �

127 What is most important for your personal future?
� Good marriage � Good job � Good friends � Good family relations

128 Do you feel connected to young people in other countries who share the same interests?
Yes No

Music scene � �

Soccer � �

Other sports � �

Human rights movements � �

Fashion � �

Gaming � �

Travel � �

Religious groups � �

Other � �

129 Are you part of a fi xed group of friends – a clique – that is meeting frequently and where 
everybody knows one another very well?
� Yes � No

130 How satisfi ed are you with your circle of friends?
� Very satisfi ed

� Satisfi ed

� So-so   

� Unsatisfi ed

� Very unsatisfi ed

131 As individuals, we have ideas and visions about our personal life, our attitudes, and 
behaviour. If you refl ect about possible achievements in your life, how important are the 
following points for you, on a scale from 1 = absolutely unimportant to 10 = absolutely 
important?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 No reply

Respecting law and order � � � � � � � � � � �

Achieving a high standard of living � � � � � � � � � � �
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Paying attention to the codes of 
honour and shame

� � � � � � � � � � �

Having power and exerting infl u-
ence

� � � � � � � � � � �

Developing my imagination and 
creativity

� � � � � � � � � � �

Aiming for more security � � � � � � � � � � �

Acting independently of the advice 
of others

� � � � � � � � � � �

Supporting socially excluded and 
marginalised people

� � � � � � � � � � �

Pursuing my own agenda, even if 
against the interest of others

� � � � � � � � � � �

Being diligent, hardworking, and 
ambitious

� � � � � � � � � � �

Tolerating opinions that I do not 
agree with

� � � � � � � � � � �

Being politically active � � � � � � � � � � �

Being able to select my partner � � � � � � � � � � �

Enjoying life as much as possible � � � � � � � � � � �

Doing what others are doing � � � � � � � � � � �

Safeguarding the traditions of my 
home country

� � � � � � � � � � �

Engaging in a good family life � � � � � � � � � � �

Being proud of the history of my 
country

� � � � � � � � � � �

Avoiding Westernisation � � � � � � � � � � �

Having a partner whom I can trust � � � � � � � � � � �

Having good friends who appreciate 
and accept me

� � � � � � � � � � �

Being connected to others � � � � � � � � � � �

Living a consciously healthy life � � � � � � � � � � �

Allowing my decisions to be guided 
by my emotions

� � � � � � � � � � �

Being fi nancially independent from 
others

� � � � � � � � � � �

Acting always in an environmentally 
conscious way

� � � � � � � � � � �

Believing in God � � � � � � � � � � �

Spreading the message of Islam � � � � � � � � � � �

132 Whom do you approach …?

My 
part-
ner

Fam-
ily

Friends
Neigh-
bours

Awlâd 
bled

Internet 
plat-
forms

Reli-
gious 
schol-

ars

Public 
institu-
tions

Private 
initia-
tives

No-
body

Don’t 
know

Oth-
er

In case 
you need 
money?

� � � � � � � � � � � �
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In case 
you are 
looking for 
work?

� � � � � � � � � � � �

In case 
you are 
sick?

� � � � � � � � � � � �

In case of 
personal 
problems?

� � � � � � � � � � � �

133 Do you believe that one needs a family to live a happy life, or can one be as happy or even 
happier living alone?

� One needs a family �
One can live alone and 
be happy

�
Alone, one defi nitely is 
happier

� Not sure

134 How would you describe the relations between men and women …?
In harmony In tension Don’t know

… In your country � � �

… In your neighbourhood � � �

… In your family � � �

135 Has it become more diffi cult to fi nd a partner in recent years?
� Yes � No � Don’t know

136 Why has it become more diffi cult to fi nd a partner in recent years? Men:
� Women demand higher fi nancial security 

� Women no longer accept traditional rules 

� Women demand new models of partnership

� Women have become too demanding 

� Lack of trust

� Other 

137 Why it has become more diffi cult to fi nd a partner in recent years? Women:
� Men are increasingly poor and cannot take care of a family

� Men are not ready to accept an educated woman 

� Men’s moral standards are decaying.

� Men have become too demanding

� Lack of trust

� Other 

138 What about children. Does one need children in order to live a happy life, or can one be 
as happy or even happier without children?

�
One needs own 
children

�
One can live happily 
without children

�
Without children, one 
defi nitely is happier

� Not sure

139 Would you (or do you) raise your children the same way as your parents raised you?

�
In exactly the same 
way

� About the same � Differently �
In a very different 
way
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140 Let us now talk about your anxieties concerning the future. Are you anxious about …?
Very 
much

Fairly A little
Not
at all

Cannot
happen

No 
reply

Losing your work � � � � � �

Becoming poor � � � � � �

Becoming seriously sick � � � � � �

Not having friends � � � � � �

Being forced to leave your country for political reasons � � � � � �

Staying unmarried and single � � � � � �

Falling out seriously with your parents � � � � � �

Not being as successful in life as you wish � � � � � �

Becoming a victim of a terror attack � � � � � �

Becoming dependent on drugs � � � � � �

Being forced to leave your country for economic reasons � � � � � �

Increasing insecurity � � � � � �

Armed confl icts threatening your family � � � � � �

141 What about changes in your life during the last 5 years. How important are they?
Very unim-

portant
Unim-
portant

So-so
Impor-

tant
Very im-
portant

Do not 
apply

Changes within the family � � � � � �

Social instability � � � � � �

Job losses � � � � � �

Food shortage � � � � � �

Sectarian divisions � � � � � �

Increasing separation from the outside world � � � � � �

Growing violence � � � � � �

Climate change � � � � � �

142 How would you describe the relations between the younger and older generations …?
In harmony In tension Don’t know

… In your country � � �

… In your neighbourhood � � �

… In your family � � �

143 How will these generational relations develop in the future …?

Will improve
Will remain 
as they are

Will deteriorate Don’t know

… In your country � � � �

… In your neighbourhood � � � �

… In your family � � � �

144 What about the distribution of wealth between the generations? Which of the following 
statements corresponds most with your opinion?
� Wealth is equitably distributed between the younger and the older generation

� The younger generation should reduce their demands in favour of the older generation
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� The older generation should reduce their demands in favour of the younger generation

� Don’t know

COMMUNICATION

145 When (year) did you get your fi rst mobile phone / smartphone?
145a Regular _______ � Don’t remember � Never
145b Smartphone _______ � Don’t remember � Never

146 How many mobile phones / smartphones do you currently possess?
Regular __ Smartphone __

147 Do you currently possess a contract or do you use prepaid?
� Contract � Prepaid � Both

148 How much money do you spend for your mobile per month?
_______________ � Don’t know

149 Do you use the Internet?
� Yes � No

150 In what year did you start using it?
_______________ � Don’t remember

151 And where do you use it?
� At home � In shops, cafés, restaurants, etc.

� At your workplace � Everywhere where I have access to the net

� Internet café (cyber) � Other 

� In school / university

152 Which devices do you usually use to connect to the Internet?
� Phone / Smartphone

� Tablet /iPad

� Desktop PC

� Laptop

� Smart TV 

153 How many hours do you use the Internet per day?
______

154 Do you use … ?
� Facebook � Blogs � WhatsApp � Instagram

� Skype � Twitter � Viber � None

155 How do you use social networks like Facebook, blogs, or WhatsApp?
Never Rarely Frequently Always

Share music / videos/ pictures � � � �
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Look for work opportunities � � � �

Organise meetings with my friends � � � �

Keep in contact with friends and family � � � �

Look for a possible partner � � � �

Discuss politics � � � �

Mobilise friends and other people for politics � � � �

Actively oppose specifi c political positions � � � �

Discuss religious affairs � � � �

Mobilise friends and other people for religious affairs � � � �

Actively oppose specifi c religious positions

PARTICIPATION

156 Are you interested in politics?
� Very interested � Interested � A little interested � Not interested

157 Do you inform yourself actively about politics?
� Yes � No

158 What sources and means of information do you use?
� Face-to-face conversation � Internet � Newspaper � Other

� Mobile � TV � Radio

159 If there is something important to you, and you want to be heard or have a political 
impact, which of the following possibilities would you probably or probably not consider 
doing? Would you …?

Certainly 
not

Probably 
not

Maybe Probably
Cer-
tainly

No 
answer

Participate in a demonstration � � � � � �

Participate in a strike � � � � � �

Join a political party � � � � � �

Participate in elections � � � � � �

Inform yourself via Internet or Twitter 
about joining an existing group

� � � � � �

Mobilise others via Internet in order to act � � � � � �

Boycott buying certain goods � � � � � �

Distribute fl yers � � � � � �

Sign an online petition � � � � � �

Engage in an association � � � � � �

Act as a sprayer � � � � � �

160 Which of these possibilities have you already used or participated in?
� Participate in a demonstration � Distribute fl yers

� Participate in a strike � Sign an online petition

� Join a political party � Engage in an association

� Participate in elections � Act as a sprayer

���� �
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� Inform yourself via Internet or Twitter about joining an existing group � None of the above

� Mobilise others via Internet in order to act � No reply

� Boycott buying certain goods

161 Do you engage for social or political goals or commit yourself for the benefi t of other 
people for the following issues?

Frequently Occasionally Never

For the interest of the young people � � �

For improving living together in my area of residence � � �

For organising useful activities in the leisure time of young people � � �

For a better and cleaner environment � � �

For improving the situation of disabled people � � �

For better provisions for and integration of foreign migrants/refugees � � �

For guaranteeing safety and order in my area of residence � � �

For helping poor and vulnerable people � � �

For social and political changes in my country � � �

For elderly people who depend on help and support � � �

For those who are coming from situations of armed confl icts � � �

For the culture and traditions of my country � � �

For my religious conviction � � �

For equal rights of men and women � � �

For other goals and groups � � �

162 Where and how do you engage?
Yes No

In a group at school or university � �

In an association � �

In a religious institution � �

As a member of a political party � �

As a member of a syndicate � �

As a member of a youth organisation � �

163 What are practical reasons for why you are NOT engaging in social projects?
Strongly 
disagree

Disa-
gree

So-so Agree
Strongly 
agree

Don’t 
know

There are no or only very few initiatives in my area � � � � � �

They are not professionally managed � � � � � �

It remains unclear where the money goes � � � � � �

It’s only for the benefi t of a few � � � � � �

Only strong men have a say � � � � � �

Volunteer work never pays off � � � � � �

The government is not supporting it � � � � � �

There is no income from that � � � � � �

There are no prospects in it � � � � � �

My family does not want me to do so � � � � � �

I am already struggling to make ends meet � � � � � �
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164 What kind of leisure activities do you engage in most? Please identify up to 3 activities in 
which you engage the most during the week.
� TV � Visiting a youth club

� Listening to music � Practising sport

� Watching videos/DVDs � Visiting neighbours or relatives

� Surfi ng the Internet � Just meeting people

� Doing nothing, just relaxing, hanging out � Engaging in a project

� Reading books or magazines � Doing something with the family

� Going to the coffee shop � Shopping

� Going to the cinema or theatre � Engaging with playing music or play-acting

� Dancing, going to parties � Listening to prayers and recitations

� Computer gaming � Other

165 How do you perceive your own future and personal life?
� Rather pessimistically � Rather optimistically � Mixed, both ways

166 And what about the future of our society? Do you perceive it …?
� Rather pessimistically � Rather optimistically

STABILITY AND MOBILITY

167 In life, some things continuously change; others rather remain as they are. To what extent 
is there stability in the different areas of your life?

Unstable
Rather 

unstable
So-so Rather stable Stable Do not apply

My economic situation � � � � � �

Trust in my friends � � � � � �

Personal belief in my skills � � � � � �

Relations with my family � � � � � �

Personal faith in my religion � � � � � �

Political situation � � � � � �

Prospects to live a fulfi lled live � � � � � �

Relationship with my partner � � � � � �

168 Have you ever …?
Yes No No reply

Witnessed violence � � �

Experienced your house or your means of production being 
deliberately destroyed

� � �

Needed to see a doctor as you have been beaten up � � �

Been in jail � � �

Suffered from hunger � � �

Suffered from torture � � �

Been injured in an armed confl ict � � �

Experienced violence within the family � � �

Experienced expulsion or displacement � � �
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Experienced psychological violence � � �

Been beaten up several times � � �

Experienced sexual harassment (verbally, physically) � � �

Joined a demonstration that turned violent � � �

Experienced any form of violence � � �

169 Would you consider yourself a refugee?
� Yes � No

170 Do you rather agree or rather disagree with the following statements?
Strongly 
disagree

Disa-
gree

So-so Agree
Strongly 
agree

Does not 
apply

If I consider all the violence presented in the 
media, I get sad and depressed 

� � � � � �

In the public space, the situation is becoming 
increasingly tense

� � � � � �

In order to be able to defend myself, I practise 
a self-defence sport (karate, etc.).

� � � � � �

Others continuously threaten me � � � � � �

I am afraid that armed confl icts will threaten my 
livelihood and my family

� � � � � �

I believe that the use of violence will only cause 
further violence

� � � � � �

I hate violence. I cannot stand it when people 
suffer from it

� � � � � �

In order to defend myself, or my family, the use 
of violence is legitimate 

� � � � � �

In case of severe confl icts, there is no other 
solution: we have to demonstrate strength, 
even with violence

� � � � � �

Women dressing inappropriately should not 
complain about sexual harassment 

� � � � � �

171 Have you ever lived outside your own country?
� Yes � No

172 Where exactly did you live?
� Gulf � Europe � Australia � Latin America 

� Other Arab country � USA / Canada � Asia � Sub-Saharan Africa 

173 Is there somebody in your family who migrated to a foreign country?
� Yes � No

174 Where to exactly?
� Gulf � Europe � Australia � Latin America 

� Other Arab country � USA / Canada � Asia � Sub-Saharan Africa 

175 Is this emigration of any importance to you?
� Yes � No
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176 Which of the following statements best refl ects your opinion?
� I consider it as a loss for my personal life 

� I profi t from the money he/she is sending to us 

� I learned from his/her experiences abroad and decided that emigration is not a goal for me

� I am fascinated by the idea of living in a foreign country, and my wish to emigrate has grown

� My feelings about emigration started to get mixed up 

177 Have you been in contact (by phone, SMS, Skype) with somebody who is trying to fi nd 
a job or asylum in Europe within the last three months?
� Yes � No

178 If yes, who have you been in contact with?
� Family � Friends � Neighbours � Others

179 What would best describe your situation?
� I am defi nitely not emigrating � I would like to emigrate

� I sometimes played with the idea of emigrating � I am sure that I will emigrate

180 Recently, a lot of people are on their way to Europe. If you were to emigrate, what would 
be your preferred target countries?
� Sweden � Finland � Luxembourg � Switzerland

� Spain � France � Netherlands � Other

� Belgium � Germany � Portugal � None 

� Bulgaria � Greece � United Kingdom 

� Denmark � Italy � Austria

181 In order to change your current situation, would you be ready …?

Disagree
Rather 

disagree
Not 
sure

Rather 
agree

Agree
Does not apply 

/ Don’t know

To leave your family in order to obtain good 
professional qualifi cations

� � � � � �

To leave your family even if you risk your life � � � � � �

To accept work that is very much below your 
qualifi cation

� � � � � �

To marry somebody from a class that is way 
above your personal background

� � � � � �

To marry somebody from a class that is way 
below your personal background

� � � � � �

To accept work in a rural region of your 
country 

� � � � � �

To accept work in a rural region in an Arab 
country

� � � � � �

To accept work in a rural region in Europe � � � � � �

To marry somebody with a different religion � � � � � �

To marry somebody who is signifi cantly 
older than you

� � � � � �

182–184 [Technical information]



358 | COPING WITH UNCERTAINTY

Jörg Gertel358

REFUGEE SECTION (only for Syrian refugees in Lebanon)

185 When did you leave Syria (last departure)?
Month ___ Year _______

186 Did you leave for good or are you going back?
� Permanently here � Sometimes go back � Going back frequently

187 Did other members of your family come with you?
� Alone � Father � Brother � Children

� Husband/wife � Mother � Sister � Other

188 How many members of your household (usra) have fl ed to this day?
___

Could you tell us something about the different steps concerning this experience?

189 Please, indicate the situation that fi ts best.
� The entire family (usra) left together at once

� All are gone now, but the family members left individually in different periods 

� Some family members are still at home 

190 What is your situation today?
� Today the family (usra) is together in one country and in one place

� Today the family is together in one country, but in different places

� Today the family lives in different countries 

191 Please, identify the countries.
Country 1  _____________________________________________________________________________________

Country 2  _____________________________________________________________________________________

Country 3  _____________________________________________________________________________________

192 For yourself, what were the ultimate reasons to leave your home?
Strongly 
agree

Agree So-so Disagree
Strongly 
disagree

Does not 
apply

I had to leave with my family � � � � � �

Immediate threat to life � � � � � �

House / apartment was destroyed � � � � � �

No income available and no resources left � � � � � �

Nothing left to eat, suffering hunger � � � � � �

Fear of being kidnapped � � � � � �

Uniting with family members � � � � � �

Avoiding forced recruitment � � � � � �

No prospects over there � � � � � �

Medical emergency � � � � � �

193 Had you been able to prepare yourself to leave or was it a sudden decision?
� Prepared � Unprepared



Appendix II: Questionnaire | 359 

Appendix · Questionnaire 359

194 Has your household lost property?
� Yes � No � Don’t know

195 What is ultimately lost?
� House � Car � Animals

� Machinery � Land � Valuables

196 Did anyone in your family lose their life during the fl ight?
� Yes � No

197 How many persons?
_______________

198 Who from your family lost their life during the fl ight?
� Husband � Children  � Mother � Sister 

� Wife � Father   � Brother  � Other 

199 What are the main reasons?
� Violent attacks and fi ghting � Stress in situations of insecurity

� Insuffi cient medical supply � An age-related death

� Infectious disease � Other 

� Hunger � Don’t know

� Drowning

200 What is your current legal status?
� Visa � Registered by UNHCR

� Not registered (visiting, etc.) � Registered by UNRWA

� Registered by host state

201 Are you allowed to work?
� Not allowed and not tolerated

� Not allowed but tolerated

� Allowed

202 What would be the necessary conditions for returning home?
Very unim-

portant
Rather un-
important

So-so
Rather 

important
Very im-
portant

Does not 
apply

Ceasefi re in my local region � � � � � �

A comprehensive peace � � � � � �

Disarmament of the war parties � � � � � �

A stable government � � � � � �

A new political system � � � � � �

Restoration of infrastructure � � � � � �

Economic recovery in my home 
country

� � � � � �

Establishment of a truth committee for 
reconciliation

� � � � � �
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Compensation payments for lost 
property

� � � � � �

Amnesty for war crimes � � � � � �

Please estimate the chances concerning your life within the next fi ve years for two scenarios.

203 A: If you stay where you are, how likely are you …?
Very likely Likely Unlikely Impossible Does not apply

To get married as you wish � � � � �

To fi nd a good job � � � � �

To complete your studies � � � � �

To develop necessary skills � � � � �

To own a place to live � � � � �

To live together with your family � � � � �

B: If you leave for Europe, how likely are you …?
Very likely Likely Unlikely Impossible Does not apply

To get married as you wish � � � � �

To fi nd a good job � � � � �

To complete your studies � � � � �

To develop necessary skills � � � � �

To own a place to live � � � � �

To live together with your family � � � � �

204 In Europe, people might be happy or anxious about refugees. To what extent do you agree 
with the following statements?

Strongly 
Agree

Agree So-so
Disa-
gree

Strongly 
disagree

No reply

The people over there understand us and will 
help us

� � � � � �

Integration is possible, even if it takes time � � � � � �

We always remain foreigners. Only the next 
generation might be integrated

� � � � � �

You just need a partner in Europe and marry 
him/her and you are at home

� � � � � �

Once you possess the right passport, every-
thing else is of no importance

� � � � � �

If you have work, you will manage � � � � � �

You need language skills in order to fi nd work � � � � � �

It will take years to be able to speak the 
language

� � � � � �

205 If you would have to assess your remaining energy for the tasks of the next three months, 
what would describe your situation?
� I am tired � I am ready to learn a new language

� I need to recover � I am ready to adjust to a new cultural environment

� I am just hoping for a safe situation � No answer

� I am ready to work even harder
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Compensation payments for lost 
property

� � � � � �

Amnesty for war crimes � � � � � �

Please estimate the chances concerning your life within the next fi ve years for two scenarios.

203 A: If you stay where you are, how likely are you …?
Very likely Likely Unlikely Impossible Does not apply

To get married as you wish � � � � �

To fi nd a good job � � � � �

To complete your studies � � � � �

To develop necessary skills � � � � �

To own a place to live � � � � �

To live together with your family � � � � �

B: If you leave for Europe, how likely are you …?
Very likely Likely Unlikely Impossible Does not apply

To get married as you wish � � � � �

To fi nd a good job � � � � �

To complete your studies � � � � �

To develop necessary skills � � � � �

To own a place to live � � � � �

To live together with your family � � � � �

204 In Europe, people might be happy or anxious about refugees. To what extent do you agree 
with the following statements?

Strongly 
Agree

Agree So-so
Disa-
gree

Strongly 
disagree

No reply

The people over there understand us and will 
help us

� � � � � �

Integration is possible, even if it takes time � � � � � �

We always remain foreigners. Only the next 
generation might be integrated

� � � � � �

You just need a partner in Europe and marry 
him/her and you are at home

� � � � � �

Once you possess the right passport, every-
thing else is of no importance

� � � � � �

If you have work, you will manage � � � � � �

You need language skills in order to fi nd work � � � � � �

It will take years to be able to speak the 
language

� � � � � �

205 If you would have to assess your remaining energy for the tasks of the next three months, 
what would describe your situation?
� I am tired � I am ready to learn a new language

� I need to recover � I am ready to adjust to a new cultural environment

� I am just hoping for a safe situation � No answer

� I am ready to work even harder
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The calculation of the Strata Index is based on four variables: 
father’s level of education, family’s economic situation, home ownership, 
and wealth indicators (see Chapter 2). Given the fifteen different response 
options – with between 0 and 6 points assignable to each variable – a total 
of 3 to 14 points could be accumulated. The 9,000 individual totals were 

Anhang · Schichtenindex 423

Calculation of the Strata Index

Table A.6 Strata Index: Variables, Scores and Shares

Score Percentage

Father’s level of education (highest degree)

 – Primary school 2 44

 – Secondary / intermediate school 4 37

 – University 6 15

 – Unknown 2  3

Assessment of the economic situation of the family in 2016

 – Very good 3 11

 – Rather good 2 60

 – Rather bad 1 19

 – Very bad 0  9

Housing situation

 – Tenant 1 30

 – Owner 2 68

 – No Answer 1  3

Wealth ranking (highest score counts)

 – Air conditioning 2 32

 – Own vehicle 3 39

 – Internet access 1 47

 – None of the above 0 42

Questions 20, 30, 52, 55.

Note (n=9,000). The calculation of the Strata Index is based on four aspects: Father’s level of educa-
tion, family’s economic situation, housing ownership, and wealth indicators (see Chapter 2). Given 
the 15 diff erent aspects to score, between 3 and 14 points could be achieved. We classified the 
9,000 single sums into quintiles – five groups, ideally of the same size (see Figure 2.2). The ‘Lowest 
stratum’ scored 5 points and less, the ‘Lower-middle stratum’ between 6 and 7 points, the ‘Middle 
stratum’ between 8 and 9 points, the ‘Higher-middle stratum’ between 10 and 11 points, and the 
‘Highest stratum’ scored 12 points and more. The ‘Percentage’ reveals the distribution throughout 
the whole sample.
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then classified according to five quintiles, that is, five groups ideally of the 
same size (see Figure 2.2): the ‘lowest stratum’ scored 5 points or less, the 
‘lower-middle stratum’ 6 or 7 points, the ‘middle stratum’ 8 or 9 points, the 
‘higher-middle stratum’ 10 or 11 points, and the ‘highest stratum’ scored 12 
points or more. The percentage reveals distribution for the entire sample.
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“Youth in the Middle East continue to figure prominently in both political 
dissent and economic deprivation. The surveys and analyses in this book 
provide some of the best sources to understand the status of Arab youth 
in the years after the Arab Spring.” 

ASEF BAYAT, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign

“A critically important and sophisticated study of youth in the Middle East 
following the Arab Spring, the global financial crisis, and recent waves of 
migration, war, and refugees. It is a must-read to understand how young 
people maintain their optimism and deeply-held values as they negotiate 
insecurity and precariousness.”

DIANE SINGERMAN, American University, Washington, DC

Seven years after the Arab uprisings, the social situation has deteriorated 
across the Middle East and North Africa. Political, economic and personal 
insecurities have expanded while income from oil declined and tourist 
revenues have collapsed due to political instability. Against a backdrop of 
escalating armed conflicts and disintegrating state structures, many have 
been forced from their homes, creating millions of internally displaced 
persons and refugees. Young people are often the ones hit hardest by 
the turmoil. How do they cope with these ongoing uncertainties, and 
what drives them to pursue their own dreams in spite of these hardships?

In this landmark volume, an international interdisciplinary team of 
researchers assess a survey of 9,000 sixteen- to thirty-year-olds from 
Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia and 
Yemen, resulting in the most comprehensive, in-depth study of young 
people in the MENA region to date. Given how rapidly events have 
moved in the Middle East and North Africa, the findings are in many 
regards unexpected.
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