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ARTICLE

‘The phone means everything.’ Mobile phones, livelihoods
and social capital among Syrian refugees in informal tented
settlements in Lebanon
Markus Balázs Göranssona, Lotta Hultina and Magnus Mähringb

aHouse of Innovation, Stockholm School of Economics, Stockholm, Sweden; bStockholm School of
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ABSTRACT
This study explores the role of mobile phones in livelihood creation
among Syrian refugees in informal tented settlements in Akkar
Governorate and the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon. Drawing on forty-
five interviews with Syrian refugees and ten interviews with aid
workers, the study highlights the importance of mobile phones in
reviving, maintaining and leveraging social capital for the purpose
of securing livelihoods in a context of precarity and restricted
movement. We find that mobile phones offer important means
for reviving social networks in exile, managing supportive relation-
ships that have been established in Lebanon and liaising with
employers. As such, they constitute important tools for coping
with a context shaped by legal exclusion, restricted movement,
police harassment, decentralised aid provision and a geographical
dispersal of support networks, even as they remain a costly invest-
ment with uncertain returns.
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Introduction

When Abu Khodor fled from Syria to Lebanon in 2013, he knew no one in his new country, so
he moved into an expensive rental flat in the northern city of Tripoli and took a job in
construction. It was a hard job for Abu Khodor, who was a former schoolteacher in his fifties,
but there was little he could do. He was new in Lebanon and was still finding his way. ‘I was
lost’, he said in an interview in 2017. ‘I didn’t know where my friends and family were.’1

Abu Khodor said a turning point came when he purchased a smartphone some time
into his stay, a type of phone that was becoming widespread among Syrian refugees in
Lebanon at the time. He used the phone to create an account for himself on Facebook and
then used the account to reconnect with family and friends with whom he had been out
of contact since leaving Syria. In this way, the phone gave him a means to stay in touch
with people he cared about. But it also provided him with a number of other important
hands-on benefits. One of the people with whom Abu Khodor reconnected by phone was
a former neighbour from Homs, who had also taken refuge in Lebanon and had settled in
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an informal refugee camp about one hour’s drive to the north of Tripoli. The two men
started chatting with each other on WhatsApp and in one conversation the former
neighbour told Abu Khodor there was a free tent in his camp, where rent was unusually
low thanks to the support of a local benefactor. He also told him there was an opportunity
to work as a teacher in a school that had been established for Syrian refugee children near
the camp and encouraged Abu Khodor to move to the camp. Abu Khodor agreed. He left
Tripoli and moved to the north, thereby improving his job situation and lowering his
living costs.

The link between mobile phones and social capital has been well-researched in
Western and other economically advanced contexts (Fran, 2017; Mengwei & Leung,
2014; Park et al., 2012; Sheer & Rice, 2017). In Western-type settings, there have been
studies about the effects of mobile phones on social isolation (Chan, 2013; Cho, 2015;
Hampton et al., 2011, Park & Lee, 2012), social networking (Angster et al., 2010; Pierce,
2009; Xie, 2014), transnational communication between migrants and families and friends
in sender countries (Cuban, 2018) and political engagement (Ingrams, 2015; Kobayashi
et al., 2006). Research has highlighted the importance of phones for accessing information
and forging new connections online (Hampton et al., 2011; Ingrams, 2015; Park & Lee,
2012). Some of the technological affordances of smartphones, including their capacity for
free-of-charge instant messaging, have been linked to social capital. As one study found,
instant messaging programmes such as WhatsApp and Viber may ‘build bridging or
bonding social capital, that is, different resources embedded in different kinds of social
relationships’ (Sheer & Rice, 2017, p. 91).

In comparison to studies in industrial and post-industrial contexts, there has been very
little scholarly attention to the effects of mobile phones on social capital among people in
protracted displacement. This is in spite of the fact that mobile phones, including inter-
net-enabled smartphones, have spread rapidly among displaced people in many parts of
the world and that social capital has been identified as one of the few assets that refugees
may be able to grow in exile (Uzelac et al, 2018a; 2018b). A 2016 study by the UNHCR and
Accenture found that 71% of world refugee households own a mobile phone, 39% of
them a smartphone2 (UNHCR, 2016). Meanwhile, the potential for further increasing
mobile phone use among refugees appears considerable. The 2016 UNHCR/Accenture
study found that 93% of all refugees, including many who do not own a mobile phone,
live in areas covered by either 2G or 3G mobile networks, suggesting that there is room to
further expand connectivity among refugees (UNHCR, 2016).

Studying this increased connectivity is important, because several of the problems
faced by refugees appear to be linked to their social, economic and geographical
exclusion (Cf. Agier, 2008; Banki & Lang, 2008; Chatty & Mansour, 2011; Durieux, 2009;
Iverson, 2016; Smith, 2004). Migration scholar Karen Jacobsen has noted that ‘refu-
gees often are blocked from or otherwise unable to access the set of resources
available to the local community, such as land, (legal) employment, housing and so
on’ (K. Jacobsen, 2002, p. 99). If refugees face hurdles to integration even under
favourable circumstances, their isolation is frequently made worse through deliberate
government policy. Some governments that host refugees actively try to separate
refugees from host communities in order to limit their interaction and facilitate the
provision of aid to the refugees (K. Jacobsen, 2002; Bakewell, 2014, p. 128). Such
separation may be carried out by physically moving refugees to camps (a strategy
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referred to as ‘encampment’ or ‘warehousing’) or by introducing legal and physical
restrictions on refugees’ movement. In hindering refugees from interacting with the
host population, measures of this kind limit refugees’ access to economic opportu-
nities and increase their social and economic vulnerability (Smith, 2004).

Studies on other socially and economically marginalised groups have demon-
strated that mobile phones may increase connectivity among them in ways that
benefit livelihoods (Cf. Donner, 2009; Pourmehdi & Al Shahrani, 2019; Wyche &
Steinfield, 2016). Research on developing country contexts suggests that mobile
phones may facilitate the marketing of peasant crops and increase the virtual and
physical mobility of poor people (Baird & Hartter, 2017; Duncombe, 2014; Martin &
Abbott, 2011; Porter, 2012; Sife et al., 2017; Tanle & Machistey Abane, 2018). Research
has shown that Central Asian migrant workers in Russia use mobile phones to smooth
the functioning of informal labour markets and organise themselves into virtual and
physical communities (Urinboyev, 2017; Cf., 2016). Similarly, poor Jamaicans have
been shown to rely on their phone lists in times of need, using them as virtual social
safety nets (Horst, 2006; Horst & Miller, 2006). In these and other places, mobile
phones help individuals to maintain, invest in and leverage social networks for
livelihood purposes.

Many such studies on mobile phone use in marginalised groups emphasise that social
networks are essential for building livelihoods, since social connections may give access to
resources and provide opportunities for mutual support. Indeed, one useful optic for
exploring how social networks affect livelihoods may be derived from the literature on
social capital (Lin & Erickson, 2008; Lin, 2001a; Lin, 2001b; N. Lin, 2000; Cf. Wijers, 2013),
which explores how social relationships affect economic welfare and social status. The
present study is couched within this literature. It draws on the sociologist Nan Lin’s relational
and instrumentalist conceptualisation of social capital as an asset that may be leveraged for
the purpose of individual gain (Lin & Erickson, 2008; Lin, 2001a; Lin, 2001b; N. Lin, 2000).

The study uses Lin’s work to explore the nexus of livelihoods, social capital and mobile
phones among Syrian refugees in Lebanon, one of the largest populations of displaced
people worldwide. Syrian refugees in Lebanon face considerable legal restrictions on their
employment, their access to services and their movement, which hinder their access to
livelihoods. As many as 69% of the Syrians who were registered with the UNHCR in 2018
lived beneath the national poverty line (UNHCR, et al, 2018, p. 1), while 58% lived in
‘extreme poverty’ in 2017 (UNHCR, UNICEF & World Food Programme, 2017, p. 12). Amidst
this precarity, many refugees use mobile phones in their daily lives, with some 86% of all
refugee households in Lebanon reported to own amobile phone, in many cases ones with
internet capability (UNHCR, UNICEF & World Food Programme, 2017, p. 18, 95). In other
words, refugees who face reduced physical mobility and great economic vulnerability are
also highly connected digitally.

The present article considers how Syrian refugees in Lebanon use mobile phones to
revive, maintain and leverage social capital in a context of semi-legality and reduced
mobility. It identifies three types of social networks that Syrian refugees maintain with the
help of their phones: 1) networks that have been ‘imported’ to Lebanon from Syria
through the large-scale migration of Syrian refugees to Lebanon; 2) support networks
that have been established in Lebanon; and 3) professional networks that have been
established in Lebanon.
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The article is divided into six sections. The first section describes our methodology and
use of interviews and observations in informal refugee settlements in Lebanon.
The second section considers the concepts of livelihoods and social capital as they are
employed in our research. The third section offers an overview of the legal and livelihood
situation of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, while the fourth section sets out our empirical
findings. The fifth section discusses those findings with reference to Nan Lin’s concept of
social capital. A final section sums up our conclusions.

Method

Our article is based on forty-five interviews with Syrian refugees in the Akkar and Bekaa
Governorates in northern and eastern Lebanon and ten interviews with aid professionals
in the Akkar and Bekaa Governorates and the cities of Beirut and Tripoli. A number of the
interviews were conducted with groups of refugees, bringing the total number of
respondents to 70 individuals. The interviews were conducted during two trips in May
and August-September 2017 that lasted a total of 40 days. All of the interviews have been
anonymised.

The Syrians who were interviewed were so-called informal tented settlers. This term
refers to refugees who live in temporary tent-like structures typically in rural areas or on
the outskirts of towns and cities in Lebanon. In most cases, the structures are grouped into
small settlements or ‘camps’ with shared facilities including water and sanitation. The
UNHCR has identified informal tented settlers as an especially vulnerable group on
account of their poor housing conditions (UNHCR, UNICEF & World Food Programme,
2017, p. 14). Moreover, many of the settlements are geographically isolated owing to the
fact that they tend to be set up in remote places with lower land rent.

We chose to focus on rural informal tented settlers in order to explore problems of
geographical isolation. In particular, we were interested in how informal tented settlers
used mobile phones to manage isolation in efforts to access work, services and other
sources of livelihoods in contexts of limited mobility. It is important to note that the
isolation experienced by informal tented settlers was due not only to the physical distance
between Syrian camps and surrounding Lebanese communities but also to the fact that
the camps were frequently cut off from nearby localities by army patrols, army check-
points and policing.

During our time in Lebanon, we visited ten informal tented settlements: four in Akkar
Governorate and six in Bekaa Governorate. Most of the interviews (36) were conducted in
Akkar, where we spent the bulk of our time. Thanks to helpful contacts and the hospitality
of respondents, we were able to spend a long period of time in the four settlements in
Akkar, where we spoke informally with people, played with children, shared in drink and
meals and joined in other activities when we did not conduct interviews.

We worked with three interpreters, two in Akkar and one in Bekaa. The interpretation
was necessary as none of us researchers spoke Arabic; yet it also facilitated contacts with
respondents and helped us to navigate new social contexts. In Akkar, both interpreters
were known to the Syrian communities that we visited, which opened doors and helped
us to build trust with our respondents. In Bekaa, our interpreter did not have similar
connections. Here, we collaborated with a local aid worker who frequently visited the
camps and who introduced us to relevant people and facilitated interviews.
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The interviews were based on a questionnaire prepared in advance and were usually
held in the homes of respondents where other people (including family members,
neighbours and aid workers) were present in many cases. On a number of occasions,
interviews were conducted with groups of people in formats that resembled focus group
discussions. Most such occasions generated lively discussions that yielded valuable data
and insights. With the exception of one interview with an individual who declined to be
recorded, all interviews were recorded, translated and transcribed verbatim.

Several respondents shared screenshots of their phones or copies of text feeds from
WhatsApp conversations. Such first-hand data from mobile phones, although sparse and
selected by the respondents, provided insights into how text-based communication was
conducted over the phone.

Theory

Livelihoods and social capital

Livelihoods is a staple term in development studies and has been used also in migration
and refugee research. It refers to the means whereby people secure their conditions of life,
i.e. housing, clothing, food, medicine and other resources that are needed to sustain life. It
is often contrasted with the more narrowly defined concept of subsistence, which focuses
on core economic activities, such as farming or wage labour (Cf. Allison & Ellis, 2001,
p. 380; Ellis, 2000a, p. xii). In distinction to subsistence, livelihoods recognises that poor
households command a range of tangible and intangible resources and engage in
a ‘diverse portfolio’ of activities, including seasonal migration and diversification, to
survive (Hofman, 2017; Ellis, 2000a, p. 3; Ellis, 2000b; Rakodi, 1999). With this broader
focus the term encourages researchers to consider the social relationships and exchanges
that support efforts of households to secure their material resources. Development
researchers have noted that poor households often rely on a raft of social connections
to ensure their survival, engaging in cooperation and exchange to spread risks and access
necessary resources.

Focusing on social connections, development researchers have explored the link
between social capital and livelihoods. Studies have been undertaken on the importance
of social capital for linking rural producers to urban actors (Bebbington, 1997); connecting
rural communities to financial, human and natural capital; helping urban tradesmen
adapt to socio-economic and political change (Lyons & Snoxell, 2005a; Lyons & Snoxell,
2005b); supporting community mobilisation in response to environmental challenges and
large-scale resource extraction (Nath, Inoue & Pretty, 2010; Bebbington et al., 2008);
facilitating job search (Pavličková & Dayanandan, 2015) and leveraging economic oppor-
tunities provided by return migrants (Scarnato, 2019), among other issues (Cf. Grootaert &
van Bastelar, 2002). Some development research has considered the ways in which social
capital combines with other forms of capital, including cultural and economic capital, to
promote livelihoods (Cleaver, 2005; Light & Dana, 2013; S. Turner, 2007).

In comparison to development researchers, researchers of protracted displacement
have given less attention to issues of social capital. Nevertheless, there are a few excep-
tions. One is Sebnem Koser Akcapar who has studied social capital among Iranian
refugees in Turkey, which she sees as dynamically intertwined with macro variables
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such as Turkish and European immigration policies and micro variables such as migrants’
religion, ethnicity and gender (2010). Another one is Karen Jacobsen who has observed
that many refugees in protracted displacement have access to transnational networks of
family members, friends and other relations who have relocated to other countries and
may provide access to new resources, including information, finances and opportunities
for travel (K. Jacobsen, 2012; cf. Lindley, 2007; Kamel Doraï, 2003).

A third researcher who has studied social capital in protracted displacement is Alice
Boateng. She has employed World Bank researcher Michael Woolcock’s tripartite division
of social capital into bonding, bridging and linking social capital in a study of the livelihood
practices of Liberian women refugees in Ghana (Boateng, 2010, 2009). Under Woolcock’s
taxonomy, bonding social capital refers to links between members of a community;
bridging social capital refers to ties between members of a community and individuals
outside of the community; and linking social capital refers to ties between members of
a community and individuals outside of it who command an entirely different socio-
economic standing (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004; Woolcock, 2001). Boateng concludes that
many of the Liberian women refugees in Ghana possessed large amounts of bonding
social capital but small amounts of bridging and linking social capital. According to
Boateng, this reinforced the refugees’ isolation and limited their ability to access sources
of livelihoods outside of their communities.

In spite of the widespread use of mobile phones by people in protracted displacement
(UNHCR, 2016), including Syrian refugees in the Middle East (Wall et al., 2019, 2017; Smets,
2019; Talhouk et al., 2016), we have found no studies that explore the importance of
mobile phones in relation to social capital among refugees in protracted displacement.

Nan Lin’s understanding of social capital

In considering the nexus of livelihoods, social capital and mobile phones among Syrian
refugees in Lebanon, our article draws on Nan Lin’s relational conceptualisation of social
capital, particularly his understanding of social capital as ‘investment and use of
embedded resources in social relations for expected returns’ (N. Lin, 2000, p. 786). Lin
contends that social capital, like economic capital, emerges when assets – i.e. social
connections – are used to achieve returns (Lin, 2001a, p. 3; Lin, 2001b, p. 3; N. Lin,
2000). In other words, Lin stresses the instrumentality of social capital for achieving
outcomes (N. Lin, 2000, p. 786). An important aspect of Lin’s theory is that it locates social
capital at the level of distinct (individual) actors rather than a collective. This sets it apart
from those strands of the social capital literature that understand social capital as a shared
resource embodied in collective features such as social trust and norms of cooperative-
ness (Cf. Putnam, 1993, 2000). Lin accepts that collective features can support social
capital but insists that they must be treated as conceptually distinct from the idea of
social capital itself (Lin & Erickson, 2008, p. 2; N. Lin, 2000, p. 785–6). This implies also
a distinction between social networks and social capital. If social networks are webs of
relationships, social capital derives from the abilities of individuals to access and/or
mobilise resources through engagement with those relationships.

Lin’s conceptualisation of social capital is pertinent for understanding how Syrian
refugees use mobile phones to access sources of livelihoods in Lebanon. In our study, it
enabled an examination of how refugees engage with social networks for expected
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returns, while it also helped us to draw a distinction between the various social connec-
tions maintained by refugees and refugees’ ability to convert those connections into
material resources.

The context

Because of its geographical proximity to and close ties with Syria, Lebanon has been one
of the main destinations for Syrians fleeing their country’s civil war. Over 900 000 Syrian
refugees were registered with the UNHCR in Lebanon at the end of 2019 (https://data2.
unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/71), while a further 600 000 refugees were esti-
mated to be living there without registration (Jaafar et al., 2019, p. 1). This makes Lebanon
the single largest per capita recipient of refugees in the world (UNHCR, 2019). In a country
whose pre-crisis population was just 4.5 million, the figures indicate the scale of the
demographic pressure that is bearing on this small Mediterranean country with its own
poverty and history of sectarian conflict.

Lebanon was long applauded by the international community for its open-door policy
towards Syrian refugees (Loveless, 2013). Until 2014, Syrians were able to travel freely to
and work in Lebanon under a 1993 bilateral agreement for Economic and Social
Cooperation and Coordination between Syria and Lebanon (Janmyr, 2016, p. 65).
Consequently, Syrians entered Lebanon relatively unhindered and a large number of
them took refuge in different parts of the country, most of them in Akkar in the northern
border area, the Bekaa Valley near Lebanon’s eastern border and the region around the
capital Beirut.

But as the refugee numbers grew, the fists of the Lebanese government tightened. In
October 2014, at a time when one million Syrians were reported to be living in Lebanon,
the Lebanese government announced that it would curb new Syrian entries (Wolfe, 2014).
Over the following months, highly cumbersome requirements were introduced on Syrians
wishing to enter the country and on Syrian refugees in Lebanon wanting to renew their
residency permits (Janmyr, 2016, p. 65–70). Syrians who lacked a valid residency permit
risked harassment and arrest by Lebanese security personnel. Meanwhile, the govern-
ment curtailed Syrians’ right to work and maintained a controversial 200 USD fee that was
levied every six months on all foreign citizens who wanted to renew their residency in
Lebanon, including Syrians (Human Rights Watch, 2017a). One of the government’s most
far-reaching actions was its instruction to the UNHCR to discontinue all new registrations
of Syrian arrivals in May 2015 (Janmyr, 2016, p. 64). This deprived many Syrians who
arrived after this date of the limited protection that was provided by UNHCR registration.

Over time, the Lebanese government has changed some of its policies. In
February 2017, the General Directorate of General Security (GDGS), Lebanon’s main
security agency and a prominent actor in the refugee response, declared that it would
waive the 200 USD fee for the renewal of residency permits (Human Rights Watch, 2017a).
Yet, such measures did not always lead to changes in practice. Reports indicate that legal
loopholes and bureaucratic foot-dragging routinely prevented refugees from renewing
their legal status in Lebanon even after the GDGS’ declaration (Human Rights Watch,
2017b). A UNHCR report published in early 2018 found that 73% of Syrian refugees in
Lebanon still lacked legal residency (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food Programme & Inter-
Agency Coordination Lebanon, 2018, p. 25).
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In contrast to its neighbours Turkey and Jordan, Lebanon has declined to establish
formal camps for Syrian refugees. This is a noteworthy policy that has been linked to
Lebanese economic and security concerns and a desire to prevent Syrians from perma-
nently settling in Lebanon (Cf. L. Turner, 2015). It has received endorsement from the
international aid community, including the UNHCR, whose regional refugee coordinator
called it the ‘best way’ and the ‘most humane’ approach to the refugee crisis, as it may
encourage the settlement of refugees in and near host communities and promote closer
connections and exchange between refugees and resident Lebanese (Fleming-Farrell,
2013). But if the non-encampment policy resembles the UNHCR’s ‘Policy on Alternatives
to Camps’ (UNHCR, 2014), which advocates for the settlement of refugees in or near local
communities, it has not led to the freedom of movement or local integration of refugees
that some migration researchers have hoped for (Cf. Hovil, 2007; Bakewell, 2014, pp.
132–3). Many refugees reside in close proximity to Lebanese citizens yet lead lives shot
through with legal and physical barriers, as will be shown below.

There are only weak signs that the situation for Syrians in Lebanon is improving. There
has been a slight upward trend in socio-economic indicators since 2017 but the overall
plight of the Syrians is still worse than it was seven years ago (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food
Programme & Inter-Agency Coordination Lebanon, 2018). Compared to in 2013, refugees
are today less food secure, more indebted and less likely to be employed. As many as 69%
of the Syrians who were registered with the UNHCR in 2018 lived beneath the national
poverty line (down from 76% in 2017) (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food Programme & Inter-
Agency Coordination Lebanon, 2018, p. 1). 58% of those who were registered in 2017
lived in ‘extreme poverty’ (UNHCR, UNICEF & World Food Programme, 2017, p. 12). Nearly
all Syrian refugee households (9 out of 10 in 2017 and 2018) borrow money to cover
expenses (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food Programme & Inter-Agency Coordination
Lebanon, 2018, p. 90). Refugees are also at greater risk of disease, malnutrition and
premature death, while as many as 32% of Syrian children age 6–14 and 77% of children
age 15–17 are out of school (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food Programme & Inter-Agency
Coordination Lebanon, 2018, p. 3).

Part of this situation may be explained by the demographic pressures and the
economic slow-down that has taken place in Lebanon in the wake of the Syrian civil
war. Yet the formal restrictions that have been introduced by the Lebanese government
on Syrian refugees also undercut their livelihoods and increase their vulnerability. The
effects of the restrictions were felt sharply by one of our respondents from Aleppo, who
said:

I can’t leave [the camp], if I could, I would’ve just gone, but I can’t leave. I swear you can say it’s
a prison . . . our routine life is just as you see it, you feel like we are imprisoned alone, away
from people, away from everything. I only wish from God Almighty to relieve us maybe, solve
all these problem and make things easier. (Abu Khaled, Akkar)

In this context of isolation, we identified three types of social relationships that refugees
drew on for support: 1) social connections established in Syria before the flight to
Lebanon; 2) social connections established in Lebanon, and 3) professional connections
established in Lebanon. As the following section shows, mobile phones played an
important role in helping refugees to engage with these three types of relationships.
Respondents also forged new connections online with their phones; however, we found
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little evidence that such connections, which were typically established with strangers on
social media sites, provided access to sources of livelihoods.

Findings

Restoring elements of social networks

Many of our respondents saw the social networks they had maintained in Syria fracture as
friends and family fled the war to other countries, including Lebanon. Yet, using their
mobile phones, respondents were able to resuscitate parts of those social networks in
Lebanon.

Numerous respondents said they did not own a smartphone when they first arrived in
Lebanon but purchased one later in order to reconnect with families in Syria and else-
where. Ali, a former textile worker from Aleppo, bought a Samsung Galaxy Pocket
smartphone six months after his arrival in Lebanon in 2011 because, as he said, ‘I had
to. I had a sister in Syria, and my relatives were all in Syria, so I had to’ (Ali, Bekaa). Selma,
who lived with her four children and her ailing mother in a tent in the Bekaa Valley,
similarly bought a phone so that she could keep in touch with her brother in Syria. Selma’s
sick mother, who was present at our interview, explained: ‘She bought it to speak to her
brother . . . he lost his leg. We should speak to him’ (Em Khodor, Bekaa).

If the first priority was to reconnect with family members, phones were soon used to
communicate with others as well. After reconnecting with his family, Ali used his phone to
find ‘most of the people I couldn’t communicate with before on Facebook and commu-
nicated with them’ (Ali, Bekaa). Marwan from Hama resumed contact with family and
friends inside and outside of Lebanon by phone (Marwan, Bekaa). Ali, Marwan and other
respondents showed us their phone books and Facebook friends’ lists that had connec-
tions to friends, family members and other acquaintances.

Respondents described a number of strategies they had used to retrieve phone
numbers. One was snowballing whereby refugees asked their contacts for the phone
numbers of others they knew. Another was to collect phone numbers at well-attended
events such as weddings. A third strategy was to use Facebook’s search function to locate
people.

Reconnecting digitally with relatives and friends was for some respondents the first
step to reuniting with them in person. After using phones to locate relatives who had also
fled to Lebanon, several respondents chose to move nearer to them. Em Mohammed had
lived in the north of the Bekaa Valley after first arriving in Lebanon but had then moved to
a camp further south to be with her daughter and son-in-law who were living there. After
fleeing to Lebanon, Abu Khaled from Aleppo had found his brother in Akkar with the help
of his phone and then moved there to reunite with him.

Many of our respondents lived in the same settlements as siblings, cousins, uncles and
other relations. In some cases, they had all fled together from Syria, but in others they had
become separated from each other during the flight and had reconnected only after
reaching Lebanon. While there was rivalry between some people in settlements, living
close to trusted individuals could provide respondents with social, economic and emo-
tional benefits. We visited settlements where people lent each other money in times of
need, minded each other’s children when they worked, helped each other with repairs on
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tents, supported each other during sickness, lent each other kitchen equipment, worked
together to build shared structures in their camps, set up shared WI-FI routers and
provided contacts to trusted medical professionals and other service providers. In one
camp, the residents, who came from the same neighbourhood in a town in Syria, had
joined together to build a mosque and a wedding hall and had pooled money to purchase
a number of WI-FI routers that furnished the camp with internet access. Mobile phones
were key to reviving these social collectives that had been dispersed through the war.

Furthermore, mobile phones helped respondents to inform themselves about the
availability of paid work, affordable housing and social and medical services in areas to
which they considered moving. Abu Ali, an artisan from Aleppo, learned of opportunities
for work and cheap housing in Akkar over the phone. He had previously lived in the Bekaa,
but had, he said, been exploited there as an agricultural labourer and cheated of part of
his wages. When his brother-in-law in Akkar told him by phone that there was a vacant
tent in his settlement and an opportunity to work in agriculture in the area, Abu Ali chose
to move there with his family. In another case, Khadija was living in Arsal when violent
clashes erupted between government forces and Islamists in the town in 2015. She knew
from an uncle in Akkar that there was a free tent in his camp and a chance to work in
a nearby school. After speaking to her uncle on the phone, she left Arsal with her children
and moved to his camp.

In other words, social networks that had once been geographically concentrated in
Syria became dispersed as a result of the war. The spread of phones and free-of-charge
communication tools permitted Syrian refugees to restore elements of fractured net-
works. This revived parts of their social connectivity and helped them to move closer to
people who could offer them various support.

Forging, maintaining and leveraging new social connections

Beyond helping respondents to restore elements of old social networks, mobile phones
helped them to establish, maintain and leverage new connections in Lebanon. They did
so in part by enabling individuals to retain, share and use the phone numbers of
individuals who were in positions to provide certain services. This was important in
a context where refugees could leave their camps only with difficulty, enabling them to
maintain and engage with elements of social support networks from their tents.

Health workers, taxi drivers, foreign volunteers, aid workers, grocery suppliers and
Lebanese neighbours were all considered valued contacts. In some cases, refugees had
met them in person; in others, they had received their phone numbers from neighbours,
relatives or friends. One family in the Bekaa had been given a phone number to a health
clinic by a family that had used to live in their camp. When their grandfather fell ill, they
phoned the clinic to arrange an appointment. In another case, Khaled, a 25-year old man
in Akkar, looked for a skilled professional who could circumcise his infant son. His
neighbours recommended a Lebanese physician who, according to Khaled, performed
the operation well (Khaled, Akkar).

Because phones enabled refugees to connect with potentially helpful individuals
without leaving their camps, respondents could organise numerous aspects of their
lives without risking arrest. When the wife of Amjad, a 30-year old man from Homs, was
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due to give birth, Amjad arranged the logistics of her delivery over the phone: he notified
the hospital in advance and kept a taxi on call, all from the relative security of his camp.

Others used phones to react quickly in emergencies. Having the phone numbers of
people who could lend swift assistance formed a rudimentary safety net that could be
activated with the help of a phone. This is illustrated by the following episode involving
a respondent in Akkar:

One day Aida from Homs experienced an intense pain in her chest. She borrowed
a neighbour’s phone and called her husband at his work. He hurried home and phoned
a taxi driver who drove Aida to a hospital where she underwent emergency surgery on her
gland. As Aida said: ‘Taxis do not commonly drive by this area. My husband is the one who
arranged that. He called and ordered this private transport, a Lebanese guy, who came with
his car and drove me.’ (Aida, Akkar).

Availing of no organised social and medical support systems, refugees in tented
settlements needed to maintain their own safety nets. The phone was an indispensable
tool for doing this.

The importance of phones for accessing support was especially evident in the context
of refugee aid. Many respondents had the phone numbers of aid workers who visited their
camps, while aid workers who were interviewed said they regularly received informal
requests for information and assistance from refugees on WhatsApp (sometimes they
received those requests during interviews we held with them). As one aid worker
remarked during an interview in Beirut: ‘Refugees use WhatsApp to communicate with
us and to communicate with others.’ (Michael, Beirut).

Of course, a connection did not guarantee support in a context where needs over-
whelmed supply. In some cases, a personal relationship to an aid organisation, and
perhaps also digital communication prowess, could help to tip the balance. This may
partly explain the different responses that two households whose homes were both
destroyed during a storm received when they sought support. In the first case, Hasan
and his wife failed to receive any assistance from the rescue services when they phoned
them after their tent collapsed. Hasan said in an interview: ‘That’s with every storm, we
called the rescue services just to come and save the children, because the water reached
a level like this [he shows with his hand]. They didn’t come, they just said do you think you
are the only ones here?’ (Hasan, Akkar). In the second case, Ahmad, a teacher from Homs,
photographed the damage that the storm had wrought to his tent and sent the photo-
graphs to an NGO where he had previously volunteered. He knew many of the staff in the
NGO and hoped they would help. After some time, the NGO sent him a shipment of bricks
and wood that he could use to reinforce his tent.

The phone employed as a catalogue of potentially helpful contacts was not dissimilar
to the way in which phone-based social support systems were used in Jamaica, as
observed by Horst and Miller (Horst, 2006; Horst & Miller, 2006). In Lebanon, to a degree,
this reflected the dispersed and decentralised nature of the support systems that were
available to most Syrians. In a context where myriad actors provided aid and services,
many refugee households relied on their own informal contacts to access support.
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Finding and maintaining work

Respondents also used phones to contact potential and actual employers from the
relative safety of their camps. One man from Raqqa had a list of contacts whom he
regularly phoned to ask about vacancies: ‘I call people and ask if they have work. I speak to
them on WhatsApp . . . the shawish,3 the owner of the camp, people from the camp,
Hussam [an aid worker who visits the camp]. I talk to them on WhatsApp’ (Mouhanad,
Bekaa). In many cases, the work fixers were Syrian. One respondent found work through
a friend in Beirut (‘One day I called my friend in Beirut and he told me he had work for me’,
Hussam, Akkar). Khaled in Akkar said he had struck up a friendship with a Syrian man
when he had first arrived in Lebanon. The man had lived in Lebanon for some time and
helped Khaled to find work and accommodation:

Yes [he told me] by phone, and after a while I saw him and came with him [to the town where
he had moved] because I didn’t know the way. I worked with him for a week or so, not even in
my work domain. I worked as a porter carrying cement and sand bags up the buildings for
about a week, then I rented my own home. (Khaled, Akkar)

Some employers had the phone numbers of respondents and contacted them if they had
work. The Syrian man who had found work through friends in Beirut said he sometimes
received phone calls from people with offers of work (Hussam, Akkar). A woman from
Hama said her husband sometimes received phone calls from business owners who asked
him to work: ‘If someone has work, they call him. They tell him if you can work come.’
(Thurayya, Akkar). Another respondent had borrowed money from his employer to pay for
his family’s medical expenses when they had suffered food poisoning. Later his employer
called him when he had work so that the respondent could earn money to pay back the
loan: ‘Every time he [the employer] gets work, he calls me to come and work and I work so
I can pay off my debt’ (Abu Khader, Bekaa).

In this way, job hunting was a two-way street where respondents approached employ-
ers and employers leveraged their networks to find labourers for their businesses.
Employers did not always call prospective workers directly. Sometimes, they approached
the shawish of a camp to ask him to supply workers or they visited camps in person. But
the phone was one important channel for doing this. Moreover, it helped individuals to
bypass the shawish, who in many camps was suspected of privileging his or her own
networks when distributing access to employment.

Many respondents who worked, particularly those with temporary or casual work,
interacted with their employers over the phone. Phones helped them to manage
a situation where they did not know in advance whether there was work for them on
a given day. As Ali, the former textile worker from Aleppo, said, ‘eighty percent’ of his
communications on his phone concerned his work in a foundry in the Bekaa (Ali, Bekaa).
His manager called him to inform him of ‘any changes at work, like if they request
something at work, and I’m at home, he calls me to inform me, like today there is not
any work. Take the day off’ (Ali, Bekaa). Similarly, Em-Mohammed in the Bekaa, whose
daughter worked in an agricultural field, said her daughter sometimes received calls from
her manager who told her ‘that there isn’t any work or he wants her to come in late’ (Em-
Mohammed, Bekaa). In another case, a business owner in Akkar gave his Syrian worker
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a phone so that he could contact him to let him know when there was work for him
(Khitam, Akkar).

If the phone helped refugees to navigate a context where work was unpredictable and
short-term, it also increased their flexibility in face of sudden impediments to their ability
to reach the workplace. Unexpected patrols and temporary military checkpoints some-
times barred the way to the workplace, forcing respondents to attempt an alternative
route or to turn back. With their phones, Syrians could inform their employers if they were
unable to come to work or were delayed. They could also arrange with employers to be
picked up and driven through checkpoints and past patrols to the work place. One
respondent said her husband arranged with his superior over the phone when and
where he would fetch him by car so that he could drive him past the military forces
(Aida, Akkar). In these ways, the phone helped refugees to organise their movements
around the restrictions that had been placed on their movement and work.

Female refugees were less likely than men to be stopped by Lebanese security
personnel. However, many women were tied to their camps by household and child-
minding duties and only around 16% of working-age Syrian women were estimated to be
part of the labour force in Lebanon in 2018 (UNHCR, UNICEF, World Food Programme &
Inter-Agency Coordination Lebanon, 2018, p. 105). Many mothers who were interviewed
who worked were able to do so because relatives, neighbours and in one case the
husband’s other wife stepped in and minded their children. Phones smoothed this
process as working women could stay in touch with their families and respond in case
of emergencies. One woman who worked in an agricultural field in the Bekaa sometimes
asked her neighbour to look after her children when she was at work (Aliya, Bekaa). If she
ran late on her way home, she called her neighbour to ask her to stay with her children
longer.

When Syrian refugees faced legal obstacles to working in Lebanon, mobile phones
helped them to leverage informal networks for the purpose of finding and maintaining
work. While there are multiple avenues for finding work, including personal visits to
businesses, canvassing by employers in camps and referrals by shawishes and other
contact persons, the mobile phone offered them one means to find work in a situation
of restricted mobility without relying on go-betweens. A number of respondents and their
relatives had been arrested while looking for work outside of their camps. Mobile phones
allowed refugees to look for work without venturing outside of their settlements.

Discussion

Nan Lin offers a useful framework for exploring how mobile phones support the social
capital of Syrian tented settlers in Lebanon. As mentioned earlier, Lin conceives of social
capital in instrumentalist terms as the ‘investment and use of embedded resources in
social relations for expected returns’ (2000, p. 786). This encourages us to distinguish
between social relations that can be expected to be productive in themselves and
relations that require further investment to yield returns (e.g. commercial relations). In
the first category of relations are neighbours and relatives who may offer short-term
interest-free loans and help with child-minding. In the second category are taxi drivers
and medical professionals who charge for their services. Lin’s definition draws a line
between productive and unproductive social networks. This distinction is neatly
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illustrated by the case of the twomen who sought assistance after a storm destroyed their
homes but reaped different results. Both were connected to people capable of lending
support but only one had a well-founded expectation to secure their support due to his
strong personal ties to them.

Mobile phones permitted Syrian refugees in Lebanon to build, maintain and leverage
social connections. While not all of those connections fit Lin’s definition of social capital
(paid professionals are excluded, as are aid workers who do not lend assistance), others
do. The latter include relatives, friends and others who provided access to housing, paid
work and social support in settlements. It is difficult to overstate the importance of such
connections in Lebanon, where there are no formal refugee camps for Syrians and little
emergency refugee housing and Syrians are left largely to their own devices when
attempting to secure livelihoods and maintain support systems. Friends and family who
had also fled to Lebanon, as well as contacts who had lived in Lebanon since before the
Syrian Civil War, were the most important elements of those networks.

Phones were crucial for restoring connections with people who had fled from Syria to
Lebanon and leveraging those connections in a context of dispersal. Purchasing
a smartphone was a turning point for Abu Khodor, who used the phone to reactivate
part of his social network, yielding him an opportunity to find better work and accom-
modation. Abu Ali similarly used his phone to leverage the social capital that was
embedded in his relationship with his brother-in-law so that he could leave exploitation
in the Bekaa Valley for better work in Akkar. Meanwhile, phones allowed Syrians to
capitalise on new relationships that they established in Lebanon. This was the case with
respondents who contacted aid workers for assistance and others who got in touch with
potential employers with inquiries for work.

Phones also widened respondents’ information networks. Several respondents became
privy to livelihood opportunities during everyday exchange with friends and family.
Making use of the relatively low cost of using WhatsApp in Lebanon, many respondents
engaged in frequent and mundane exchange with others. This everydayness of commu-
nications was important. Not only did it likely reinforce and sustain relationships, resem-
bling the type of social capital investment strategies that Bourdieu understands as actions
that turn ‘contingent relations’ into ‘social relationships that are directly usable in the
short or long term’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249). They also constituted patterns of regularised
exchange that at times introduced individuals to new and valuable information. Abu
Khodor became privy to an opportunity to improve his working situation when an old
friend from Syria who was living a short drive from Abu Khodor’s camp told him on
WhatsApp that he would soon relocate to Europe. The friend was working as a principal in
a foreign-sponsored school for Syrian children and asked Abu Khodor, who was a teacher,
if he wanted to take over his position. Abu Khodor agreed and thereby climbed another
rung on the professional ladder (Abu Khodor, Akkar).

Phones were especially useful for navigating the aid setting. In a context characterized
by a plethora of aid actors, a decentralised system of aid provision and a pattern of
informal interaction between aid workers and Syrian refugees, phones helped refugees to
maintain connections with aid workers, access information and communicate needs. In
much the same way that phones helped refugees to maintain and leverage professional
relationships amidst restrictions on their movement, they allowed them to access oppor-
tunities for aid from the relative security of their camps. It made phones a crucial tool for
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tapping into aid networks and aid provision, leveraging relationships in the hope of
securing material benefits.

Of course, smartphones also had important limitations. Firstly, they represented an
investment with uncertain returns, as purchasing a phone and maintaining an active line
was economically burdensome in Lebanon, where, in 2017, the UNHCR found that Syrian
refugee households spent at least 23 USD on their mobile phones each month (UNHCR,
UNICEF & World Food Programme, 2017, p. 104). What is more, Lebanon’s duopolic
telecom companies, Alfa and Touch, require users to top up mobile phones monthly on
penalty of losing their numbers. At the time of research, topping up a phone cost
a minimum of 9 USD for Alfa and 11 USD for Touch. Thus, using a mobile phone required
a considerable investment and represents a tangible example of Bourdieu’s point that
social capital is contingent on economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 250), while it did not
necessarily lead to improved livelihoods.

Syrians use various cost-cutting strategies to lower their expenditures for their phones.
Those strategies include using WhatsApp rather than the costlier Lebanese mobile phone
network for communication, pooling the cost of WI-FI routers with neighbours and using
affordable Syrian simcards near the border where the Syrian network is accessible. But
even so, owning a smartphone is economically burdensome for many Syrians, its surest
benefit consisting in the fact that it enables refugees to communicate with people they
know.

Secondly, it is difficult to disentangle social capital from power relations. A Syrian man
in the Bekaa borrowed money from a Lebanese patron he knew to pay for the medical
bills of his sick children (Abu Marwan, Bekaa). In doing so, he was in part leveraging his
social capital but its price was debt and possibly servitude. Similarly, a Syrian shopkeeper
in Akkar used her phone to plan and coordinate deliveries with her Lebanese supplier to
ensure she was able to meet the demands of her customers (Fatma, Akkar). The relation-
ship was based on trust and mutually beneficial to a degree. Yet it was her supplier who
set the prices while she was unable to change supplier on account of the debt she owed
to him. Furthermore, if mobile phones help refugees to leverage their social capital to find
paid work, they also enable employers to maintain flexible staffing practices and give
them access to a larger pool of potential labourers that may drive down wages. Certainly,
smartphones do little to expand the resources, such as work and housing, that are
available to Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Indeed, they may increase not only access to,
but also competition for, those resources.

Lastly, while smartphones helped respondents to bridge distances and circumvent
Lebanese security forces, their utility was circumscribed by the fact that refugees needed
to organise their lives – i.e. where they worked, where they sought medical aid, where
they purchased their food, where they got their aid and where they sent their children to
school –within geographical confines. Geographically extended social networks provided
only limited assistance to refugees in organising their day-to-day existence. One woman
from Homs was asked why she did not use her phone to look for medical specialists for
herself and her children. She answered: ‘I want to go to clinics that are near here, so I don’t
ask people who are far from here. But in an emergency maybe I would ask’ (Khadija,
Akkar).
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Conclusion

The situation that Syrian informal tented settlers find themselves in in Lebanon shares
important commonalities with other contexts of protracted displacement (K. Jacobsen,
2002, 2012). Like numerous other states that host refugees, Lebanon limits Syrians’ free-
dom of movement, access to services and rights on the labour market. Through legal
interventions, heavy policing and military checkpoints, Syrian refugees are practically
separated from Lebanese citizens. They enjoy few rights, little labour market access and
little freedom of movement. While many informal tented settlers reside in proximity to
Lebanese communities, they remain cut off from them in important ways.

At the same time, the Lebanese context has important particularities. The absence of
formal refugee camps in combination with Lebanon’s wider social structure has several
implications for Syrian refugees. Firstly, Syrian refugees are required to navigate
a context characterised by decentralised aid provision and a preponderance of private
systems and informal networks for resource allocation when attempting to secure their
livelihoods. In coping with this context, many respondents relied on their own social
networks and demonstrated the importance of geographical mobility as they relocated
towards jobs, affordable housing and trusted individuals, often with the help of their
phones.

Mobile phones offered Syrian informal tented settlers in Lebanon a means for reviving,
maintaining and leveraging social connections in this context. This was particularly
evident in the case of social relations that had been established in Syria but had been
disrupted by the civil war. Using their mobile phones to revive some of these connections,
refugees restored elements of their social capital, giving them potential access to a variety
of resources. Respondents also used their phones to manage and leverage new connec-
tions forged in Lebanon (e.g. with aid workers, medical specialists and neighbours), which,
managed from the relative security of their settlements, provided them with elements of
a makeshift social security net and a degree of support in a situation of profound
precarity. Lastly, mobile phones facilitated contacts between respondents and employers,
widening refugees’ access to work amidst restrictions on their freedom of movement and
labour rights. Although mobile phones remained a costly investment with uncertain
returns that did little to address the structural precarity in which Syrian refugees lan-
guished, they constituted a tool for coping with dispersed social networks, restrictions on
movement and curtailments of labour and residency rights. As such, they granted
refugees a degree of agency in a context of poverty and exclusion.

Notes

1. Interview with Abu Khodor in Akkar, 4 September 2017. Abu Khodor is not his real name. No
Syrian refugee has been mentioned by their real name in this article.

2. A smartphone is defined here as an internet-connected mobile phone capable of down-
loading and running a wide range of software applications, or ‘apps’.

3. A shawish is a refugee who is appointed by the landowner to act as coordinator for the camp
and liaises with the landowner and other external actors on behalf of the camp.
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