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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Across the Middle East, millions of young people are struggling with what to do with their lives. In many ways, 
they’re like so many teenagers and young adults around the world. They have big questions about who they want 
to be, how they want to live and where they see their future. But there’s one big difference: their life direction will 
fundamentally influence the chances for peace and stability in one of the world’s most fragile places.

Among them are over 1 million Syrian refugee youth seeking safety in Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey and Iraq.1 Until 
now, they have been a largely forgotten group even amid a massive aid operation. They are so overlooked as a 
group that we can’t even say with certainty how many Syrian refugees are between the ages of 12 and 19 — or 
how much of the aid budget is spent on them. 

Torn from their homes by a savage war, scarred by violence and loss, this generation risks alienation and 
hopelessness. They will be driven to wager their lives on deadly migration routes or live on the edge of society, 
suffering discrimination, abuse and exploitation. They will be prey to a violent extremism that feeds on a sense of 
injustice, grievance and isolation.

1	 Accurate data for the refugee adolescent population in the region remain largely out of reach. Mercy Corps’ definition of “adolescence” — 10 to 19 years of age — overlaps 
with the UN’s definition of “youth” — 15 to 24 years of age. UNICEF reports some 2.4 million refugees are children under 18 and about 823,000 are youth between  
17 and 24.

Syrian refugee children and  
youth in Turkey participate in 
“Smart Art” programming.  
They design murals based on 
themes (this one is “sport”) and 
paint them on the walls of the 
Malumat Center in Gaziantep.

Peter Biro for Mercy Corps
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Yet even in this bleak reality, they offer hope and possibility. They imagine a different future. They yearn to go 
back to Syria and rebuild. They are ambitious and hardworking. Young Syrians can be engines for growth and 
prosperity in the countries of their exile — and a promise of reconciliation and reconstruction when Syria finally 
has peace.

Around the world, Mercy Corps’ work helps people meet the urgent needs of today while building the resilience 
needed for tomorrow. Nowhere is this more urgent than in the Syria crisis. Mercy Corps has been working with 
Syrians since the start of the war. We’ve reached nearly 7.5 million people with aid since 2012, gaining insight into 
their everyday lives and long-term dreams, building evidence for what works and what doesn’t.

We firmly believe a better world is possible for these 
million-plus young people. We can help Syrian youth 
realize their promise and build stronger communities. 
But we must move now, deliver big and act smart.

Here is the path forward.

First, see the big picture. 
We need to properly map where young Syrians are 
living, how many there are and what their needs are.  
We need to understand all the complex power 
dynamics in the communities and societies where 
Syrian refugees live, and build connections across 
these communities. Our work in Lebanon, Jordan, 
Turkey and Iraq teaches us that young people don’t 
live their lives separated out into different boxes. 

We need to help them so that all their needs — 
physical, emotional, educational and economic —  
are discussed, addressed and acted upon. 

Second, make young people  
real partners in change.
Aid alone merely pays lip service to the voices and needs of young people. Instead, we need to empower them, 
listen to them and give them a real voice in shaping concrete decisions. We need to involve them in deciding the 
shape and focus of aid programs that seek to help them. Our research shows that young people see injustice, 

“When I close my eyes to see my house again, I can’t see 
anything. Everything is black. Then I find a single beam of 
light; the light of the sun . . . All I see is the sunlight we used to 
have in our house, and how it has all turned to blackness.”
	 — Hafza, 17

A BETTER WORLD IS POSSIBLE  
FOR THESE MILLION-PLUS  
YOUNG PEOPLE
We can help Syrian youth realize their promise 
and build stronger communities from within.  
But we must move now, deliver big and act smart. 

Peter Biro for Mercy Corps
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2	 For more details, see “Youth and Consequences” (2014), “From Jordan to Jihad” (2014) or “Investing in Iraq’s Peace” (2015),  
available online at http://mercycorps.org/research-resources.

exclusion and unfairness as decisive factors in whether or not they support violent extremism.2 We need to help 
youth see alternatives that give them a sense of purpose and status without turning to violence. This means making 
sure the voices of Syrian refugee youth are front and center in shaping how we help them — and that they’re 
heard by the people who make the decisions that frame their lives. 

Third, focus on well-being, education and employment 
Well-being: Syrian youth are under great stress at a critical time in their lives. Violence, discrimination, abuse, 
lack of education, poverty, exploitative labor — any of these shocks could derail them. Mercy Corps’ Advancing 
Adolescents initiative gives young people a path out. We help them understand their stresses, work through 
problems in a non-violent way, and make good decisions for the long term. This approach can be scaled up and 
rolled out so that every young Syrian — alongside vulnerable youths in host communities — can benefit.

Education for all: In addition to supporting the international push to get every Syrian child and youth back into 
school, Mercy Corps believes that a fresh approach is needed to reach the hundreds of thousands of youth who 
have dropped out of school and won’t be going back to formal education. Mercy Corps is testing and rolling out 
education models that can be replicated at scale so that Syrians and other marginalized youth can acquire the skills in 
demand on the labor market, learning in the places where they live or work, in the language that’s best for them.

Safe, fair and decent jobs: Mercy Corps is calling on the international community and regional governments 
to set up special “enterprise funds” focused on expanding employment for refugees and other poor young 
people. Enterprise funds are public/private partnerships that invest in small and medium businesses. They’re 
driven by the demands of the labor market and they focus on what works, what sells and what can create jobs. 
They are a tested and powerful way to drive economic growth and social inclusion. 

We need something different. 
Business as usual will not deliver the change that’s needed. We need to find new ways for big business, civil 
society, Middle Eastern governments, and the international system to work together smarter. Smart assistance 
that puts youth at the center of how it is managed and delivered, and is open to all marginalized young people. A new 
network of partnerships delivering tailored assistance over the long term, so vulnerable young people make the right 
choices, build self-reliance, get good educations, win jobs, start businesses and contribute to their communities.

The time is now. 
A young generation stands on the threshold of adulthood. The years of adolescence are crucial in how people 
form or shun connections, how they relate to others, and how they view the use of violence. Each day that passes 
degrades our ability to help young Syrians and their local peers repair themselves before bitter experience hardens 
into habit. We can help young people build constructive lives  —  but this needs to happen fast and deliver at scale.

The time is now. 
Believe a better world is possible. 
Join our call for change.

We can help 
young Syrians realize their promise as 
agents of change, peace and stability.

#SyriaYouth
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THE OBSTACLES THEY FACE
His smartphone was about the only thing Bassam managed to take with him when he fled Syria. 

About five years back, he was living at home in Dera’a, a city near the border with Jordan. His phone tells the 
story in pictures: men hoisting their excited children onto their shoulders. Crowds chanting for the fall of the 
regime. Blurs of people running from the escalating crackdown. Then, later, big mounds of grey, chewed-up 
rubble — all that was left of his home, a tree still full of lemons the only splash of color.

The Syrian war started there, in Dera’a, in spring 2011. It grew outwards across the country, a wildfire of 
savagery and destruction. More than 250,000 now killed; over a million injured.3 More than 11 million people 
have been forced to flee their homes.4 Whole neighborhoods — whole cities  — reduced to wreckage. Schools 
and hospitals specially targeted for destruction.5 Indiscriminate violence: aerial bombardment; chemical attacks; 
starvation sieges; snipers; beheadings. A war without limits, one that wiped out 35 years of development 
progress in just its first three years.6  

Sema, a 17-year-old Syrian now living as a refugee 
in Turkey, sums it up: “The image I have of my 
homeland is one of deserted houses, shattered 
glass, ambulances roaming the streets all the time. 
People fighting for their lives. People looking for their 
families.”

Bassam, 17, is also now living in exile as a refugee 
— in his case, in the city of Irbid in northern Jordan. 
He has been forced to drop out of school so he can 
better support his family of eight. He works 12-hour 
days in a storefront textile factory. But he still hasn’t 
given up hope. Though he gives most of his wages 
to his mother, he saves a little to restart his education 
someday. Also like Sema, he longs to go back home: 
“My dream is to return to Syria — but, right now, it’s 
impossible because my city and my home have been 
destroyed,” he says.

3	 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 2016
4	 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), February 2016
5	 “Aleppo Abandoned, “ Physicians for Human Rights, November 2015, http://physiciansforhumanrights.org/library/reports/aleppo-abandoned.html
6	 http://unwra.org/userfiles/2013071244355.pdf

Sema is a 17-year-old Syrian refugee from Aleppo. 
She now lives in Gaziantep, Turkey and dreams of 
becoming a doctor. 
Peter Biro for Mercy Corps

“People are dying. Youth, childhood, 
dreams; all lost. This is disastrous. 
Enough. Stop this!”
	 — Dalia, 19
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Bassam and Sema are representative of Syrian refugee youth in their struggle and promise. They navigate a 
landscape littered with risk — to their bodies, to their minds, to their spirits. They wrestle with depression and 
question whether there is a future. They forego childhood and adolescence to help support their families, or 
because all the avenues to education and creativity seem blocked.

But they also show determination and hope in spite of everything. They are ambitious and don’t let go of dreams  
— to be a doctor or pharmacist, an engineer or a pilot. They have a fierce passion to return home, to rebuild their 
country, to be someone, and raise a new generation in peace.

Like any teenager or young adult, they’re a world of contradictions. In understanding how to best help them work 
through their challenges — and emerge at the other end with balance, optimism and values — we first need to 
know more about the kinds of risks they face.

We focus on three types of serious challenges:

A	 Building emotional well-being and resilience at a time of turbulence and violence

A	 Continuing their education and gaining necessary technical knowledge

A	 Getting decent jobs in which they are treated fairly and legally, and not exploited

Well-being and Personal Resilience 
“Long-term, intergenerational consequences”

Wise investment in the well-being of adolescents is an urgent priority. Science tells us it’s vital to reach them in 
those critical years — before their ways of seeing, thinking, relating and deciding harden into patterns that will be 
almost impossible to disrupt.

“That science is very strong,” says Yale University professor Catherine Panter-Brick, an expert on how  
adversity and conflict affect young people as their personalities develop. “Fostering good brain development  
in adolescence has long-term, intergenerational consequences. It shapes a disposition toward peace,  
violence and empathy.”

They navigaate a landscape 
littered with risk — to their 
bodies, to their minds, to 
their spirits. They wrestle 
with depression and 
question whether there 
is a future. They forego 
childhood and adolescence 
to help support their 
families, or because all the 
avenues to education and 
creativity seem blocked.
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Young Syrian refugees face what seems to be an endless series of shocks and stresses at a critical time in their 
lives: witnessing brutal violence; feeling the sting of discrimination; blocked from re-entering school; struggling 
with poverty and exploitative labor; being vulnerable to sexual abuse. Any one of these could derail them, 
sending them on a path toward exclusion and disconnection. 

The Migration Policy Institute, a leading think tank, conducted a study in fall 2015 into the mental health of Syrian 
refugee children in southeast Turkey. Almost half the children they spoke to had symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress disorder — 10 times the prevalence among children globally. Forty-four percent suffered from depression 
linked to their trauma. Seventy-nine percent had experienced at least one death in their family; 60 percent had 
witnessed people being physically attacked, injured or shot at.7

This overwhelming stress can translate into a need 
to make others suffer, too. “I know a number of 
people who were hurt and tried to cover this by 
hurting others,” says Sami, a 15-year-old Syrian boy 
now living as a refugee in Turkey. “They see this as 
being stronger than the situation — but it turns them 
into hideous people. It doesn’t make them better or 
stronger.”

Mercy Corps has long been invested in analyzing how 
young people can resist the pull of violent extremism. 
Through years of research in places like Somalia, 
Afghanistan, Colombia, Nigeria, Jordan and Iraq, the 
picture has become both clearer and more complex. 
The old bet — that a tendency to be pulled to violent 
extremist groups like al Shabaab, the Taliban, or the 
Islamic State was rooted in a lack of jobs, poverty, or 
sectarian identity — is being seriously questioned. 

Instead, young people have told us that a profound 
sense of injustice, unfairness and exclusion were 
stronger factors in determining active support for 
violent extremism.8 This is a growing problem.  
Mercy Corps’ own research in Jordan finds evidence 
that more and more young people are joining 
extremist groups.9

7	 Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, “The Educational and Mental Health Needs of Syrian Refugee Children,” Migration Policy Institute, October 2015.
8	 For more details, see “Youth and Consequences” (2014), “From Jordan to Jihad” (2014) or “Investing in Iraq’s Peace” (2015),  

available online at http://mercycorps.org/research-resources.
9	 Mercy Corps, “From Jordan to Jihad,” ibid.

“Fostering good brain development in adolescence has 
long term, intergenerational consequences. It shapes a 
disposition toward peace, violence and empathy.”
	 — Catherine Panter-Brick, Yale University

Dalia, 19, studies in her small room in Sidon, 
Lebanon. “I want to be an engineer ten years from 
now, God willing. I’ll be thinking of the best ways to 
return to Syria and rebuild it. 

Peter Biro for Mercy Corps
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Young people’s social networks are critical in their decisions about supporting or joining extremist groups. 
Recognizing how Syrian refugees live within interlocking social networks is key to making any assistance  
effective over the longer term. “None of Mercy Corps’ programs for young people are about Syrians 
exclusively,” says Jane MacPhail, the organization’s Director for youth programs in the region. “They’re about 
young people, period.”

Young Syrians themselves appreciate how trust and connections must be rebuilt. Amina, a 17-year-old now living 
in Lebanon, noted, “The pressure, separation and loss made by this war have forced people to grow distant from 
each other. So, we need to love each other again. We need to feel the same harmony as before.”

Tensions born of difference can be worsened by perceptions that Syrian refugees are swamping stressed local 
services like healthcare and education — or that they are behind a rise in crime. Mercy Corps’ 2014 study of 
two northern Jordanian cities hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees — Ramtha and Mafraq — found that 
perceptions over the allocation of scarce public resources and limited job opportunities were the root of most 
tension. 

Splits began to develop between different groups of Syrian refugees and between Jordanian citizens and their 
own local government. Discriminatory policies, competition in the illegal labor market, and inflation in basic living 
costs like housing fed spirals of distrust and conflict that only reinforced divisions.10 

It’s critical to understand the power dynamics between hosts and refugees when building contact across 
communal lines. In Lebanon and Jordan, we have learned that it’s not enough to just give more resources — the 
most important thing is to explicitly work on social connections between people.

The Importance of Education 
“To rebuild Syria, first of all we need learned and aware young people...”

Syrian children started from a high base — before the war, Syria placed a big premium on education. Over 70 
percent of adolescents were enrolled in secondary schools and the country boasted a 95 percent literacy rate.11 
The conflict, and the consequences of their flight across borders, has laid waste to this achievement.

UNICEF estimates that today over 700,000 Syrian refugee children are out of school and out of the reach of less 
formal alternatives offered by groups like Mercy Corps.   

There are many barriers to young people getting into school or even learning in less formal education 
environments. There might be a simple lack of school space. There are questions around the curriculum taught 
— is it the local one, the one that was taught in Syria before the war, or a new one entirely? What language is 

10	 See “Seeking Stability: Evidence on Strategies for reducing the Risk of Conflict in Northern Jordanian Communities Hosting Syrian Refugees,” Mercy Corps, 2014.  
Available online by searching the title at http://mercycorps.org/research-resources.

11	 “The State of the World’s Children 2015: Executive Summary,” UNICEF, 2015: http://unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2015_Summary_and_Tables.pdf

“The pressure, separation and loss made by this war have forced 
people to grow distant from each other. So, we need to love each 
other again. We need to feel the same harmony as before.”
	 — Amina, 17
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it going to be taught in — Syrian Arabic, Lebanese, Jordanian, Turkish, French or English? Will this education in 
exile be recognized if they ever go back home to Syria? How do kids get to the school? Schools are often some 
distance from refugees’ homes and transport is expensive (it can be especially risky for girls and young women). 
There may be expensive fees involved.12 More than half of the Syrian youth involved in a 2015 study by the 
World Food Program said they’d left school in Lebanon because it was too expensive.

A simple piece of paper can mean the difference between getting education and missing out. If you’ve fled 
Syria in a rush to save your life, it’s likely you will not have the right documentation needed to enroll. Fadwa, a 
bright 17-year-old, has always dreamed she would do well at school then study to become a lawyer. She and 
her family fled to Lebanon three years ago, and now she lives with her family and around 15 other relatives in a 
two-room apartment. In their hurried flight, they couldn’t bring along the papers that proved she had finished her 
eighth grade class. So, she couldn’t enroll in ninth grade in Lebanon. 

She still helps her younger sisters with their homework — but gets impatient if they threaten to quit school because 
it’s too hard. “I told them: You have an opportunity here to continue your education and realize your dream. 
That’s something I don’t have,” she sighs. “If you don’t want to do this for yourself, do it for me.”

The No Lost Generation initiative — of which Mercy Corps is a leading partner — has led the way in addressing 
the education challenge facing Syrian refugee children and youth. UNICEF’s $1.4 billion push for double school 
shifts is a necessary step forward. Coordinated efforts like this have helped boost the total number of refugee 
children enrolled in school to three times what it was in 2013. But a rising number of refugees mean enrollment 
rates overall barely keep pace. 

12	 See, for example, “Syrian Refugee Education: Managing the Crisis in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey,” RAND Corporation 2015:  
http://rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR859.html
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Mercy Corps strongly endorses a school place for 
every Syrian refugee child and youth. But we also 
know that’s not nearly enough. First, though double-
shift schools mean that every child and youth can get 
a chance at some education, the model also has big 
disadvantages. Syrian refugee schoolchildren get the 
“late shift” at these schools — meaning they’re more 
likely to be tired and less able to absorb learning. 
Anxious parents often keep children at home rather 
than risk them traveling to and from school in the 
late afternoon or evening — especially true for their 
daughters. Double shifts mean a shorter school day 
for everyone — providing less educational value in 
each day and adding to potential tensions between 
refugees and the communities in which they live.

Finally, the double-shift school system isn’t the whole 
answer because, for so many youth, the distance 
between their last experience of formal education and 

how they live now is just too great. “Some of these kids have been out of school for five years and we need to 
recognize they are not going back,” MacPhail says. This is where “non-formal” and “informal” education comes 
in. “Non-formal” education provides extra support to put children and youths back on track to re-enter formal 
education. “Informal” education recognizes that many youth have lost the chance to go back to school and 
tailors support to that reality.

In southern Turkey, Mercy Corps is modeling a new approach to non-formal education, blending face-to-
face instruction with digital education. Syrian teachers are trained to be able to offer education to young 
people where they live — rather than in school. This approach builds up to an opportunity to get a high school 
graduation certificate — a necessity to get into university and move beyond low-wage labor.

As an example of how non-formal education can benefit youth, take Amal, a 17-year-old now living in the Turkish 
border city of Gaziantep. Amal made sure she enrolled in school as soon as a spot opened up. That took her a 
few months. To make up for lost time, she enrolled in a non-formal summer school supported by Mercy Corps. 
She diligently researched anything she didn’t understand using the tablet computer supplied by the school. She 
still occasionally hits a wall but she has a fierce drive to succeed: “I don’t want to waste years waiting for this war 
to end,” she says. 

If non-formal education isn’t a fit, informal education can be fast and flexible enough to meet the needs of 
refugee youth and other young people who’ve dropped out of the formal system. Smart use of technology can 
bridge distances that would otherwise put youths off going to school. Curriculums can be built that meet language 
needs and also address wider social and mental well-being. Teachers leading informal education are specially 
trained on how to foster learning for highly stressed adolescents. Instruction can be tailored for job skills training 
and linked to labor market opportunities.

Amina,17, fled with her family from Aleppo to 
Jordan. She studies hard to get a good job in  
the future. “Work is the basis of life,” she said.  
“Work can create motivation even if you did  
not have a motivation to begin with.”
Peter Biro for Mercy Corps
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Employment, Entrepreneurship and Income 
“Work is the basis of life.”

There are many barriers to safe, fair and decent work for Syrian youth. Intense pressure to support their 
families through the strain of exile often means that they must risk the illegal labor market and take jobs that are 
exploitative — and which close off any chances they had for education.

Remember Bassam? At 17, he’s now the main breadwinner for his family of eight. “I had to leave school because 
we didn’t have enough money for the basics,” he says. “I can’t complete my studies if I don’t even have the 
basics.” He spends 10 to 12 hours each day running fabric through spools for sewing machines — hoping that 
they don’t break down because, if they do, he won’t get paid. His older brothers sometimes get day-labor jobs. 
But he and his brothers remain extremely vulnerable: working in Jordan is illegal for refugees if they don’t have a 
special permit. If they’re caught, they can be arrested and threatened with deportation back to Syria.

Though Jordan has now pledged to create more job opportunities for Syrians in select “free enterprise zones,” 
it remains unclear how this will be put into practice. In some countries, like Lebanon, it remains illegal for Syrian 
refugees to take any jobs in the above-board labor market.

Even in places where Syrian refugees are legally allowed to work, competition for jobs can fuel communal 
tensions between locals and refugees — though a recent study in Turkey showed that Syrian refugees did not 
drive down wages in the labor market.

All this means that Syrian refugees face high rates of unemployment and exploitation, and the number of families 
living at or below the poverty line is growing.  

Despite all the barriers, Syrian refugee youth still believe in the value of work. “Work is the basis of life,” asserts 
Amina. “Work can create motivation, even if you didn’t have it to begin with!”

There are many barriers to 
safe, fair and decent work 
for Syrian youth. Intense 
pressure to support their 
families through the strain of 
exile often means that they 
must risk the illegal labor 
market and take jobs that are 
exploitative — and which close 
off any chances they had for 
education.
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WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE?
Aid as usual just doesn’t cut it anymore. It’s not just about more money for humanitarian aid. The recent pledges in 
London amounting to $10 billion for humanitarian aid to Syrian crisis this year, will, if delivered, sustain life-saving 
assitance for millions for another year or two. That’s a necessity — but it’s not enough.

For too long, aid has been delivered narrowly — for example, a focus on education can be blind to stress,  
poverty, family pressures and communal tensions. Assistance that concentrates on just one thing isn’t enough  
to let youth build their own resilience. It’s also not enough to work with refugee youth alone. If you exclude local 
young people from the neighborhoods and communities where refugees live, you risk increasing distrust, tension 
and violence. 

The same old centrally planned, top-down multilateral approach is not going to deliver on its own. We need 
something different: big, sustained and demand-driven. 

Targeted, sustained investment in key areas over the next five years will change things for the better. If we act 
now, young Syrians will face fewer obstacles in getting an education and a decent job. They will contribute to 
their host societies — socially, culturally and economically. They will be better able to grow the kind of positive 
social networks that reinforce good attitudes and relationships. Those social networks will reach across the divide 
between refugees and locals. They will be less vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, better able to resist the lure 
of violent extremism. And they’ll be better prepared to be powerful agents for reconciliation and reconstruction in 
a Syria that, one day, will be at peace.

Based on Mercy Corps’ experience working in the heat of the Syrian crisis over the past five years, buttressed by 
research and analysis, we believe three things are key: 

AA Take a “big picture” approach;

AA Make young people our partners in change;

AA Put the well-being of young people at the center of our efforts and boost their  
ability to get a good education and decent jobs.

“I do not want my future to be like 
my past. This is my main motivation: 
the need to exit this past and  
create a different, better future.”
	 — Sema, 18
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The Big Picture
An understanding of how everything is connected is crucial to designing aid that has lasting impact. But the aid 
system just isn’t set up to accommodate this kind of big-picture thinking. It’s a big bureaucracy: top-down and 
inflexible. A lot of the time, it’s about someone else deciding what you need and then insisting you take it. It’s 
fragmented and short term. Humanitarian aid is treated separately from longer-term development assistance. 
Refugees are separated out from the communities that host them.

When it comes to effective aid, business as usual just doesn’t cut it anymore. Too much is at stake to see another 
year slip by — as the UN appeal falls short; as the same old institutions roll out the same old approaches while 
we hope that this time they will have more effect; as young Syrians become more lost, more desperate, and  
more alienated. 

We know what we can’t and shouldn’t do. We can’t continue to spit out the same tired recommendations that are 
rarely acted upon. Saying, year after year, that we need to engage youth is a worn out statement. 

What should we do? The present situation for Syrian youth requires us to be bold and think differently. It demands 
a coordinated effort by business, aid organizations and civil society to empower youth, backed by governments 
and the big brokers of the international aid system (but not owned by them). This means engaging them on a 
national, regional and global level. 

Make Young People Our Partners in Change
Furthermore, youth need the ability to organize a collective voice in how the big decisions are made. Young 
people need us to stand side by side with them, to treat them as active partners. That means bringing young 
people into the heart of decision making as any investment is designed. It means giving them the power to 
evaluate just how effective that investment has been in changing their lives and communities for the better.

It means helping youth form strong, active representative assemblies across the region, and fostering their ability 
to assert a loud voice for non-violent change. We need to consistently accompany young people into the halls of 
power at local, national, regional and international levels — not just whisk them quickly on and off the stage at 
a few international events. The big international actors of civil society and business can be powerful mentors for 
youth advocates, backing their voices up when power-holders try to ignore them. Mercy Corps has used just this 
kind of approach effectively in East Africa.
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Put the Well-being of Young People  
at the Center of our Efforts
Mercy Corps’ Advancing Adolescents initiative works 
with young Syrians to build their ability to understand 
what stresses them, work through problems in a 
non-violent way, and plan not only for the short term 
but also for the long term. It does all this by involving 
and training local grassroots groups to work with 
Syrian and local youth. They start to rediscover their 
empathy for others in their families and communities. 
The initiative is specially designed to build those 
connections for years not months.

This isn’t just a theory. We’ve done it in some of the 
most challenging places in northern Jordan, where  
tensions were high. We’re doing it in Lebanon and 
Iraq. In partnership with leading academic research 
institutions, we’re building evidence that Advancing 
Adolescents actually can change how youth think, feel and act — helping them better navigate risks and realize 
better options. Our own evaluation of our work in Lebanon shows a marked improvement in target communities: 
there are more connections, less tension, and people think better of each other.

Mercy Corps has developed a kit and training that allows this to be done anywhere. It could be rolled out to 
benefit every Syrian — as well as local teenagers making bad life choices and feeling on the edge. To do that, 
we would need a step-change in investment and a commitment among all stakeholders to start recognizing youth 
as the critical group in building stability.

Help Syrian Youth Get Good Educations and Decent Jobs
Even if we get all Syrian children back into school, the education systems in many Middle Eastern countries have 
been disconnected from the needs of employers for years. We need a way to prepare young people for the kinds 
of skills in demand on the labor market — and make sure they get credible certification for their learning.

Mercy Corps is pioneering this approach in Turkey. We’re working with national and international leaders to 
break down barriers to quality non-formal education and to exit exams that are essential to getting into college 
and getting a good job. We’re looking at how that learning is best delivered, and testing how to most effectively 
blend formal secondary education, flexible non-formal teaching, and job skills training. We’re using new 
technologies to enable young people to tailor their education to their circumstances — where they live, their 
ability to go to school or learn while they work, what language is best for them to learn in.

It’s a new approach — but one that is already delivering on its promise. It can be greatly expanded, so that 
the thousands of Syrian refugee youth who have missed out on school have a second chance at getting the 
education they need for a better life. It’s a model that can also benefit local youth who have similarly dropped 
out of, or been excluded from, the formal education system.

Mercy Corps programs are demand-driven. We don’t promote training for training’s sake: this can recklessly 
raise the expectations of already vulnerable youth. Rather, we make sure that all skills trainings respond to 
actual needs in the local economy. Job training is complemented by strengthening other skills, like effective 

Hamzah, a refugee from the Syrian city of Daraa, 
teaches computer skills to young refugees at a  
Mercy Corps Youth Center at the Azraq Camp, 
Jordan. 
Peter Biro for Mercy Corps
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communication and time management. This better prepares young people to navigate rapidly changing labor 
markets and work environments. 

Mercy Corps also facilitates links with local businesses and potential employers. For example, in Lebanon, we 
created networking platforms for Syrian and Lebanese job skills training graduates to increase connections to the 
private sector. Mercy Corps advocates for the legal right to work for Syrian refugees and promotes safe, fair, and 
productive opportunities for all young people. We ensure that any economic programming supports local youth 
and does not displace local labor. 

But even the most market-led approach to job skills training will fail unless there are actual jobs to find. “We 
always return to the same thing: We all need to deliver serious investment that creates jobs,” says George 
Antoun, Mercy Corps’ Director in Lebanon. And there is a proven model for how to generate more jobs through 
smart investment: it’s called an enterprise fund.

Enterprise funds have been proven to work in places including post-Communist Eastern Europe, Tunisia and 
Egypt. They act as investors in small and medium businesses. The aim is to help businesses start or expand in 
order to create new jobs that will be open to young people like Syrian refugees. Enterprise funds constantly scan 
the markets for good ideas, solid business plans, and companies that can offer more employment opportunities. 
They’re market-led — so they’re not trying to dictate investment in one sector or another. They’re designed to 
identify what works, what sells, and what can create jobs. They not only provide capital but also business advice 
and technical expertise. 

Enterprise funds can work with just the kind of market-led, job skills-training programs described above to 
make sure that Syrian youth are not only given the skills needed but real opportunities, too. Matched with legal 
reforms, so that refugees can more easily get work permits and so that launching a small business start up is more 
accessible, enterprise funds are a proven and powerful way to drive both economic growth and social inclusion. 

Enterprise funds have been 
proven to work in places 
including post-Communist 
Eastern Europe, Tunisia and 
Egypt. They act as investors in 
small and medium businesses. 
The aim is to help businesses 
start or expand in order to 
create new jobs that will be 
open to young people like 
Syrian refugees.
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A CALL TO ACTION
The Future Starts Now
We’ve seen the possibility in today’s Syrian refugee youth. We have begun to understand how to help them 
overcome the many challenges they face; how we can invest wisely in their well-being, their decision-making, 
their knowledge and their skills. 

We can bring change. We can move that needle, so Syrians get back in school, get decent jobs, and become 
productive assets for their societies. But to get there, we will need to try something big, lasting and different.

We’re not talking about more humanitarian aid. That’s necessary but not sufficient. We’re not talking about 
a “Marshall Plan for the Middle East.” That too is good for regional stability — but a top-down, multilateral 
approach won’t deliver on its own. 

We need to deliver a new kind of partnership between private business, national governments and civil society. 
It needs to put youth at its heart. It should be backed by governments and the big brokers of the international 
system, but not owned by them. 

It can build on current work with Syrian and local youth but represent a step-change in scale and focus. It will 
be grounded in evidence about what really works in helping young people realize their promise. It will use that 
evidence to influence how money from governments, business and civil society is best invested to bring real 
results. It can coordinate the work of enterprise funds and bring proven projects like Advancing Adolescents to 
scale. Finally, alongside “hard” outcomes like education and employment, it will also pay equal attention to 
young people’s “software” — emotional development, good mental health, and how to be an active citizen.

For this to work, three things are most important.

AA First, any alliance or partnership must be truly comprehensive in scope. It must be a commitment for a 
decade, and it must be open to all the most vulnerable young people in Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and 
Turkey.

AA Second, youth need to be heard in decisions affecting their lives. This partnership needs to involve youth 
in its governance and management. It should aid them in building vibrant youth assemblies across the 
region, growing a strong voice for non-violent change.

AA Third, all this must be demand-driven. We must ask youth what they need. We should use market systems 
to test and shape programs. Assistance must be tailored to go with the grain of commerce and culture in 
each community and country.

“All these struggles . . . they’ve  
pushed us to be stronger, to try  
more, to learn more.”
	 — Sema, 18
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Someday, Syria will be at peace. Its reconstruction needs will be immense. Today’s Syrian youth will be 
instrumental in deciding whether the country and the region remain trapped in chronic crisis or move toward 
stability.

We can do this. We can empower a generation to change its fate. We need new kinds of alliances and 
partnerships, committed to the future of Syrian youth, and resolved to act immediately. This problem is too big for 
any one organization to solve. 

The time is now. Join us in making this real.  
Join our call for change.  
#SyriaYouth

“I see a beautiful future . . . There will be lots of difficulties
down the road — but they can all be overcome.”
	 — Amina, 17
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APPENDIX
Participant Selection and Methodology
Interviews were conducted with 15 Syrian youths between the ages of 15 and 19 in the first half of December 
2015 during a fact-finding trip to Irbid, Jerash and Azraq Camp in Jordan; Sidon, Lebanon; and Gaziantep, 
Turkey. The youths were identified by local Mercy Corps staff and workers connected to community-based 
organizations (CBOs). They all had participated in community development programs run by Mercy Corps. The 
report is also informed by prior studies by Mercy Corps and other organizations, desk research, home visits 
and more than 30 interviews with parents and siblings of the adolescents as well as experts, field staff, outreach 
workers and municipal officials from the host countries.

The names of the youth quoted in this paper have been changed to protect their identity.
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About Mercy Corps 
Mercy Corps is a leading global organization 
powered by the belief that a better world is possible. 
In disaster, in hardship, in more than 40 countries 
around the world, we partner to put bold solutions into 
action — helping people triumph over adversity and 
build stronger communities from within.  
Now, and for the future. 


