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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF

Reem Mohammad Nisr  for Master of Science
Major: Food Security

Title: Exploring the Perceptions and Experiences of Syrian Refugees towards the Food and
Basic Needs Assistance Modalities in Tyre, Lebanon: A Qualitative Study

Background: Into its ninth year, the Syrian crisis remains one of the largest
humanitarian disasters that have serious repercussions on the food and nutrition security of
displaced individuals in Syria and neighboring countries, including Lebanon. To address
these challenges, the humanitarian community in Lebanon has increasingly been assisting
refugees through cash-based interventions. Two main cash-based assistance modalities are
currently implemented in Lebanon, namely the restricted food transfers (e-card) and the
multi-purpose cash (MPC) assistance. However, limited studies have explored the
perceptions and experiences of Syrian refugees towards these cash-based modalities. In
addition, research on how cash transfer programs achieve their nutrition and health
outcomes is rather still limited in similar protracted refugee crises.

Study aim and objectives: The present study aimed to examine the food purchasing
behaviors of Syrian refugees and to explore their perceptions and experiences towards the

cash assistance modalities currently implemented in Lebanon. The perspectives of key
informants and stakeholders were also evaluated to further identify the main facilitators and
barriers that refugees faced with the food assistance modalities.

Methods: A qualitative descriptive exploratory approach was adopted to fulfill the
purpose of the study. Focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with Syrian refugee
(SR) beneficiaries of both assistance modalities (e-card and MPC). Inclusion criteria
included SRs, who have been living in Tyre for the past three months or longer, and have
been receiving one of the cash transfer assistance modalities. In addition, in-depth
interviews were conducted with key informants and stakeholders, including shop owners
and representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working closely with
refugees in the area of Tyre.
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Results: Four FGDs were conducted with SRs and four interviews with supermarket
owners and NGO representatives. A total of 11 themes and 9 subthemes emerged from
these discussions. Nine of these main themes and four sub-themes were related to the
perceived factors influencing food purchasing behaviors of SRs. These themes were further
categorized under the different levels of the socio ecological model, including: contextual
factors (themes included food assistance/cash transfer modalities and country labour
legislation and policies whereas sub themes included perceived view of each modality and
insufficient nutrition education with assistance); community factors (themes included shop-
related factors and distance between beneficiary homes and contracted shops whereas sub
themes include physical availability of food and food prices), interpersonal ( themes
included interaction with shopkeepers and family dynamics) and individual/household
factors (themes included financial management skills, kitchen equipment and income/
purchasing power). Two main themes also emerged from the focus groups referring to the
impact of cash transfers on SRs: the positive impact of cash assistance which was further
supported by 2 subthemes, including increasing food security and economy of SRs.
Another major theme emerged from the focus groups reflecting the challenges and
unintended consequences of cash transfers; this theme was further supported by three sub-
themes: fluctuation of food prices in contracted shops, avoidance and discrimination from
host communities, and dependence on food assistance.

Conclusion: There are multi-level factors that influence the food purchasing
behaviors and food choices of SRs including contextual factors, community, interpersonal
and individual level factors. Although the impact of cash assistance modalities was overall
positive to ensure food security and support the livelihoods of refugees, the assistance
remained insufficient to meet their basic needs. In addition, unintended consequences of
such assistance modalities need to be considered for future programmatic evaluations and
large-scale interventions in protracted crises. Findings of the study indicated several
potential recommendations that can be considered along the different levels of the SEM to
improve the food and nutrition security status of refugees and vulnerable communities.
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CHAPTER I
LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Food and Nutrition Security

1. Definition of food security and its dimensions

Food security is defined as a condition that exists when “all people, at all times have |
physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs
and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO Rome World Food Summit 1996).
This definition puts the concept of access to food at its center. So many people are still facing
food insecurity despite global production currently being sufficient for all. The emphasis
changed from increasing food production to increasing access to food for all. This definition also
integrates the concepts of food availability and food utilization (Ingram, 2011). The latest
revision of the food security definition added a fourth dimension focusing on food stability
(World Summit of food security, 2009). Thus, the four key dimensions of the household food
security are: 1) Availability of food produced locally and imported from abroad; 2)Accessibility:
Physical, economic and socio cultural accessibility of food; 3) Utilization: The individual must
be physically healthy and able to eat adequate quantity and quality of food. Also adequate water
and sanitation are also involved in this pillar. The fourth dimension is stability which is the
ability to withstand shocks of the to the food chain system caused by natural disasters such as

climate or man-made disasters such as wars and economic crises (Peng & Berry, 2019).

2. Prevalence and Challenges with food security at global levels

Despite the central role that food security plays in human development and being
considered as one of the universal human rights for all people , over 2 billion people worldwide
do not have regular access to safe, nutritious and sufficient food. According to the latest
estimates by the State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World (SOFI, 2019), 9.2 percent of
the world population (or 700 million people) were exposed to severe levels of food insecurity in

2018, implying reductions in the quantity of food consumed to the extent that they have possibly
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