Edinburgh Research Explorer

Online work as humanitarian relief

Citation for published version:

Hackl, A & Najdi, W 2023, 'Online work as humanitarian relief: The promise and limitations of digital
livelihoods for Syrian refugees and Lebanese youth in times of crisis', Environment and Planning A (EPA),
pp. 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X231184470

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1177/0308518X231184470

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Published In:
Environment and Planning A (EPA)

General rights

Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy

The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

OPEN (75 ACCESS

Download date: 30. Jul. 2023


https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X231184470
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X231184470
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/a50a2974-fc82-48b5-820b-c8aabaafc92f

W) Check for updates

A Economy and Space

Original Article
EPA: Economy and Space
Online work as humanitarian © The Author(s) 2023
. . EEE
rel I ef? The pro m Ise and Article reuse guidelines:

limitations of digital livelihoods o677 s e

journals.sagepub.com/home/epn

for Syrian refugees and Lebanese S Sage
youth during times of crisis

Andreas Hackl
School of Social and Political Science, University of Edinburgh, UK

Woatfa Najdi

Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs, American
University of Beirut, Lebanon

Abstract

The global spread of a web-based digital economy raises questions about its potential as a lifeline to
people affected by severe economic and humanitarian crises. As local markets crumble and
unemployment rises, online freelance work offers a seemingly accessible source of income that
is independent of the constraints of local markets and national regulations. This article scrutinizes
this promise against the backdrop of multiple evolving crises in Lebanon, asking to what extent a
transnational digital economy can serve crisis-affected populations, including refugees, as a secure
source of income and work. The research is based on interviews and surveys with Syrian refugees
and host community members in Lebanon, who participated in digital skills training programmes
and worked as digital freelancers for Social Impact Platforms and Enterprises. Their experience
shows how the impact of Lebanon’s crises undermined the feasibility of web-based digital work
precisely at a time when they needed it most. Syrian refugees in Lebanon are affected by particular
layers of regulatory restriction, including their exclusion from digital platforms, skills training pro-
grammes, and the financial system. As these layers of exclusion intersect with the precarity of self-
employed digital jobs and a severe economic crisis, Syrians’ displacement in Lebanon is reconfi-
gured into a digital space of exile within a transnational digital economy. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the digital economy fails to live up to its inclusive promise and fails to transcend the restrictive
regulations, economic instability, and precarity that characterizes crisis-affected states and
populations.
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Introduction

At a time of deepening economic crisis in Lebanon, the initiative ‘I Will Survive’ launched a virtual
event in 2020 to support young people to make money online. Speakers presented e-commerce and
online freelancing as ‘easy tools’ that would allow participants to ‘start making money tonight’.
One speaker, a successful online freelancer based in the Gaza Strip, Palestine, said that ‘all you
need to become a successful freelancer is a technical skill, motivation, English skills, a laptop,
an email, fast internet connection, and a credit card’. This optimism was soon met by questions
from participants that reflected a different reality, such as those asking how they can make
money online without a bank account and with payment services like PayPal being unavailable
in Lebanon. Then the online event was cut short by one of the many electricity outages that
were a daily occurrence, disconnecting most attendees from the internet, and adding further
doubt about their ability to access the ostensibly boundless digital opportunities at a time of eco-
nomic crisis and infrastructural collapse.

By 2021 Lebanon was widely categorized as a humanitarian emergency, rooted in multiple inter-
related crises that have included its hosting of an estimated 1.5 million Syrian refugees, the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic, a financial crisis, and the Beirut port explosion in 2020. As the local
economy crumbled and unemployment soared, large numbers of Lebanese emigrated but many of
those who remained increasingly looked to online freelance work as an alternative. Soon campaigns
and platforms emerged that called on the Lebanese diaspora and employers abroad to outsource
work to Lebanese in need, while aid-funded initiatives promoted online freelancing and digital
skills training as a new form of humanitarian relief for crisis-affected people that can contribute
to refugees’ economic self-reliance (Easton-Calabria and Hackl, 2023).

These developments took place against the backdrop of a wider global transformation in which
workers from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) became the dominant labour force in a
transnational platform economy where work is largely outsourced by businesses in the global North
(Graham et al., 2018; ILO, 2021a: 44). This increase in workers from the global South happened
alongside a rise in platform workers in the global North, albeit at a slower pace (Online Labour
Index, 2023; Stephany et al., 2021). Globally, the number of such digital labour platforms increased
fivefold between 2010 and 2020 (ILO, 2021a).

Lebanon’s share of the global freelance workforce on major digital labour platforms was at 0.7%
between 2017 and 2018 — not insignificant for the small country — but this collapsed to a mere 0.07
by 2023 (Online Labour Index, 2023). This sharp drop, which may have been impacted by a dis-
abling economic crisis and resulting difficulties to receive international payments, points at a para-
doxical situation: That web-based work became increasingly unfeasible for people in Lebanon
precisely when they would need it most. People in Lebanon, and even more so the refugees
among them, became outcasts in a planetary digital labour market, which has offered important
income opportunities for workers at global economic margins in many other places, despite a
lack of decent working conditions (Anwar and Graham, 2020; ILO, 2021a).

There is currently a lack of understanding about the potential role the digital economy can play
for people who are affected by severe humanitarian and economic crisis. Against this backdrop,
we ask to what extent a transnational digital economy can serve crisis-affected populations and
refugees as a secure source of income and work. As the host of the highest number of refugees
per-capita in the world, Lebanon offers important answers to this question, not least because it
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reveals the particular opportunities and limitations the digital economy offers for forcibly displaced
people alongside other crisis-affected populations.

Digital labour platforms include online web-based platforms and location-based on-demand
platforms (ILO, 2021a: 18). While location-based platforms, such as app-based delivery services,
are concentrated in urban areas within local markets, online web-based platforms are perceived to
transcend the constraints of the local. Their potential for development has increased the significance
of corporate social responsibility in the global outsourcing industry (Nicholson et al., 2016). Such
impact sourcing outsources work to people in LMICs and to those affected by different kinds of
marginalization, while providing career development opportunities and digital skills training to
people with limited prospects for formal employment (GISC). A range of social impact platforms
and enterprises (SIPEs), as we call them, have continued this wider trend, encompassing smaller
digital labour platforms and digital social enterprises serving marginalized people such as refugees
with training and jobs. Our research of these initiatives and their beneficiaries explores digital
access and digital skills alongside the experience of digital work to account for the fact that
digital divides not only determine who can access digital jobs but also who has the skills and cap-
acity to benefit from such digital inclusion and its outcomes (Van Dijk, 2020).

‘While some SIPEs acquire outsourced sets of digital labour tasks from business clients, others use digital
technology to mediate non-digital work, such as matching language conversation partners with remote lear-
ners. These impact-oriented digital solutions for refugees, which are predominantly in self-employed free-
lancing, intensify a long-standing marketization of refugee-serving aid in which entrepreneurship is seen as
a pathway to self-reliance (Easton-Calabria, 2022). Aid organizations and the private sector have supported
growing numbers of refugees and poor people to become involved in ‘petty data work’, with major aid
organizations viewing microwork and other forms of digital labour ‘as the latest saviour in a long line
of measures promising to rescue economies of the Global South’ (Jones, 2021: 4).

Microwork, which is only one of many types of work mediated by digital platforms, refers to the
remote completion of basic information processing tasks, such as data entry, or image annotation
and tagging, which are relatively automated, require minimal skills, offer low renumeration paid per
task, and minimize the control of workers (Lehdonvirta, 2016). Online freelance work, on the other
hand, generally involves more highly skilled work at higher levels of income (ILO, 2021a), On
major freelancing platforms there is a prevalence of jobs with advanced skills, such as software
development and technology (39.3%), creative and multimedia (20.8%), writing and translation
(12.2%) and marketing and sales (11%). The leading category on a lower skill spectrum, ‘clerical
and data entry’, makes up 14% of global demand (Stephany et al., 2021).

SIPEs and other initiatives focusing on digital livelihood provision in the humanitarian context have
tapped into jobs at both ends of this skill spectrum. Together with digital skills training, digital jobs are
promoted as a powerful tool to enhance economic growth and have been framed as a potential fast
track for refugees and marginalized populations to access employment (Rushworth and Hackl, 2021;
World Bank, 2019). This is in no small part because the demand for online freelance work has been
growing steadily at a time when the demand for jobs plummeted in many national economies: in early
2021, some 90% more projects were demanded via online freelance platforms than in mid-2016
(Stephany et al., 2021).

Freelance work as an opportunity for crisis-affected Lebanon?

The disastrous impact of multiple crises in Lebanon has increased the need for alternative income oppor-
tunities in the population: some 56.6% of the total working-age population were outside the labour force in
2022, with an overall informality rate in the labour market of 62.4% (ILO and CAS, 2022), rising to 95%
among vulnerable Syrian refugees (ILO, 2021b: 8-10). The crisis eroded ICT infrastructures and slowed
efforts to advance digitalization: Lebanon’s digital transformation strategy 2020-2030, updated in 2022 to
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account for the impact of the crisis, acknowledges the collapse of infrastructure and the shrinking of tech-
nology capabilities (OMSAR, 2022: 9). It refers to a lack of digital skills and ‘outdated laws and regula-
tions’, while stating that ‘closing the digital divide starts with increasing physical access through ICT
infrastructure’, and advocating for ‘universal access’ and a ‘whole-of-society’ approach (OMSAR,
2022: 32). Surprisingly, in light of this commitment to inclusiveness, the strategy does not mention refu-
gees despite Lebanon being the highest per-capita refugee-hosting country in the world.

This gap has been filled by aid organizations and SIPEs that have trained refugees in digital skills and
connected them to freelance work opportunities. Admittedly, crisis-affected Lebanon poses one of the
most challenging environments for digital livelihoods (Hackl, 2023: 16). Yet refugees and other margin-
alized populations elsewhere have faced major challenges in seeking to access and benefit from the digital
economy. These include access barriers due to regulatory restrictions affecting their right to work, access to
bank accounts, and their ability to register SIM cards without recognized IDs, as well as limited internet
connectivity, low affordability of devices and data plans, and a wide range of digital risks involving scams,
cybercrimes, and online harm (Hackl, 2023; Martin, 2021; UNHCR, 2022).

The inclusion of refugees and migrants into precarious digital jobs further deepens the informal-
ity and insecurity that have long determined their work lives in low-paid precarious jobs (Floros and
Jgrgensen, 2020). Despite offering accessible income opportunities that can circumvent barriers to
entering formal local employment, this ‘platformization’ of low-wage migratory labour markets
(van Doorn and Vijay, 2021) continues their economic marginalization and entails frequent exploit-
ation and insecurity (Hackl, 2023; Poell et al., 2019).

As the platformization of livelihood provision intersects with a protracted economic crisis and
the marginality of refugees, they come to inhabit a space of digital exile that is defined by categor-
ical exclusion and precarious inclusion: such exclusion is categorical because many of the barriers
that Syrian refugees in Lebanon face, as they seek to access digital jobs, are linked to their status as
forcibly displaced people and their identity as Syrians; at the same time, their inclusion into the
digital economys, if it succeeds at all, is precarious and insecure in ways that deepens some of
the risks and vulnerabilities people in crisis-affected context experience.

In the following, we will see how a severe economic crisis has worsened the impact of such
digital exclusion and further deepened the precarity and insecurity of digital jobs among refugees,
while also undermining the feasibility of digital jobs and livelihoods for other crisis-affected
people. Their forced displacement as Syrians in Lebanon — who are subject to specific forms of
regulatory restriction and digital exclusion — becomes implicated in the ‘planetary geography of
digital production’ (Hackl, 2022: 111): the marginality of exiles living in a restrictive host
country expands through a process of digital exiling on a planetary scale.

Article overview

After introducing the methodology, the first section of the article focuses on digital skills training and looks
at the barriers to education and upskilling that affect Syrian refugees in Lebanon and their capacity to
access digital jobs. This is followed by an analysis of how the wider impact of multiple crises in
Lebanon increased economic vulnerabilities in the population and undermined the feasibility of online
freelancing. We then outline the specific forms of exclusion and marginalization that affect Syrian refu-
gees’ capacity to benefit from the digital economy, including their exclusion from digital skills trainings,
digital platforms, and work opportunities, alongside their financial exclusion.

Methodology

The research behind this article was jointly conducted by the two authors between July 2019 and
March 2021. After 3 weeks of field research in Lebanon in 2019, fieldwork starting in March 2020
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was cut short due to COVID-19 lockdown measures. Although one of the authors remained in Beirut, the
impact of the pandemic shifted the research methods online, including remote interviews and surveys. At
that time, we, the authors, had already identified key initiatives in the field of digital livelihoods in Lebanon
and selected those that served Syrian refugees alongside other marginalized youth. These included the
training programmes of the Digital Opportunity Trust (DOT) in Lebanon, the Digital Skills Training
(DST) at the American University of Beirut, and the social inclusion-driven programming school Codi.
Aiming to follow the journey from learning to earning, we selected SIPEs that facilitated online
income opportunities for some of the graduates of these courses. These included the impact sourcing plat-
form Bridge, Outsource, Transform (BOT), which is linked to DOT and UNICEEF, as well as Tagadam,
which primarily offered data work in image annotation. The overall focus was put on the Syrian refugee
population, alongside Lebanese citizens, because they represent the large majority of refugees in Lebanon
and have been the explicit target of most initiatives we encountered.

Interviews

A total number of 63 semi-structured interviews were conducted with Syrian refugees and Lebanese citizens
who participated in DST or worked online. Out of these, 32 were men and 31 were women, 26 were Syrian
and 37 Lebanese. Interviewees were based in a variety of regions, including Beirut, Tripoli, the Bekaa
Valley, and Sidon. Interview questions focused, among other areas, on the individuals’ backgrounds, the
barriers they faced in finding work locally and online, the impact training courses had on their job prospects,
their experience of working online, and the role of online income opportunities for their economic survival
during times of crisis. An additional 43 interviews were conducted with experts, including at training pro-
grammes, aid organizations, and the private sector. The authors further participated in several in-person and
online events, including in digital skills training sessions in Beirut. These and other social interactions pro-
duced complementary data from conversations and insights outside of formal interviews.

Online surveys

The interviews were complemented by online surveys, which included a combination of structured
and open-ended questions designed by the authors and distributed in collaboration with digital skills
training programmes and SIPEs. Target populations for the surveys were selected because they partici-
pated in training programmes and/or worked for one of these enterprises. Overall, we received responses
from 113 workers active across three SIPEs, two of which primarily offered work in data services and
image annotation, while the third, Natakallam, offered online language services. The survey with the
image annotation platform Taqadam in July 2020 yielded responses from 26 Lebanese and four Syrian
workers, most of whom simultaneously worked for BOT; at Natakallam, 83 freelancers responded in
June 2020, the majority' of which were forcibly displaced people from a wider range of countries and
43% were Syrians; 15 of the respondents in this global survey were based in Lebanon (seven of which
self-identified as Syrian). Surveys with training graduates yielded 31 respondents at DST (13 Syrian
and 18 Lebanese; 11 men and 20 women), and only six Lebanese respondents at the programming
school Codi, which primarily targeted local unemployed youth.

Limitations

The research rests primarily on the qualitative data produced through interviews and field research,
while the surveys offer a complimentary set of data that is not representative in and of itself. The
individual surveys were self-contained, the number of responses unequal, and although each fea-
tured similar questions, the specificity of each type of platform required modifications. The
surveys were therefore analysed separately. Common survey questions for graduates from training
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programmes covered the following aspects, among others: nationality, refugee status, and gender;
levels of education; employment and economic situation; the extent to which respondents benefitted
from the programmes and applied their skills; the impact of Lebanon’s crises on their livelihoods, as
well as barriers in accessing digital work. Common questions in surveys of active workers at enter-
prises or platforms also covered aspects such as education and income levels; positive and negative
experiences associated with their work; the role of online work for their economic situation and the
impact of Lebanon’s crisis; and the main barriers for making a livelihood online.

Bridging the gap? Digital skills training and the limits of success

Digital skills training and formal education are foundational enablers of people’s access to work at a
time of digitalization, but persistent inequalities in access to education contribute to a digital skills
gap. Students without tertiary education are less likely to have the skills, language proficiency, and
technological knowledge required to secure remote work or succeed as freelancers on labour plat-
forms: Some 60% of workers on global web-based labour platforms are highly educated with uni-
versity degrees, which rises to 73% among workers in developing countries (ILO, 2021a: 141). The
overall majority of workers on the SIPEs we surveyed had attended some university or college: 77%
of workers at Tagadam had a graduate university degree while the remaining 23% had an under-
graduate degree or currently studied towards it; at Natakallam, 53% of the globally surveyed
worker population had a Bachelor degree and another 19% had a graduate degree.

Graduates of digital skills training programmes who had not yet reached these educational levels
are disadvantaged, which was further worsened by how the economic crisis affected their ability to
continue education. Abir, a Lebanese graduate of the DST programme with the American
University of Beirut, did not complete her bachelor’s degree because she could not afford the
fees. As many households lost their income during the crisis, they lost their ability to send their
children to schools (Dara, 2020). Fewer students entered universities and many dropped out
because the devaluation of the Lebanese currency reduced their capacity to pay (El Ghali, 2021).

The situation was worse for Syrian refugees, few of whom could access higher education or even
continue primary and secondary school in Lebanon (El Ghali and Alameddine, 2019). Manar, a
Syrian refugee who came to Lebanon with her family in 2013, did not enrol at a university until
2016, saying that she ‘lost three years’; by 2020, she studied but could not register for some
courses, explaining that ‘it depends if we have enough money that semester or not’. Apart from
one short project with an outsourcing platform, she did not find work despite digital skills training
and regularly screening Whatsapp groups for freelancing opportunities. Another Syrian refugee,
Hussein, said that when he came to Lebanon, he could not enrol at university because ‘the
process needs a lot of papers and documents, as well as a valid legal residency, which I do not
have ... it also costs a lot of money’. These difficulties in accessing quality education put young
refugees at a significant disadvantage in a highly competitive digital labour market.

Digital skills for digital jobs?

Digital skills programmes aim to fill the technical knowledge gap left behind by a lack of
ICT-readiness in schooling and university education, providing youths with courses that range
from basic digital literacy to more advanced skills, often alongside English language and soft
skills training. While programmes covered in this research did not promise students jobs, they
all aimed to connect graduates to the digital labour market because local opportunities were increas-
ingly scarce.

At the same time, the restrictive policies for refugees in Lebanon, coupled with an economic
crisis that affected all people in Lebanon, undermined students’ chances of success. A survey
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among 542 Syrian and Lebanese DST participants in 2019, who had participated in trainings
during the preceding 12 months, showed that only 13% were working (Shibli et al., 2021:
32). As the graduate Hussein said: “What I hoped for is that ... we would be connected to oppor-
tunities, or those who had high grades and graduated on the top of their class would be provided
with jobs. But that did not happen. We learned the skills perfectly but then we were left on our
own.’ Syrian refugee graduates of digital skills programmes did not feel ready to advance inde-
pendently and felt like they were miles away from being competitive as freelancers.

Mohammad, a 29-year-old Syrian who studied psychology and took part in several cycles of the
DST programme from 2018 onwards, said in March 2021 that the main reason for joining ‘was that
I did not know how to use a computer at all (...) I started from zero’. He added that 3-months train-
ing courses were not enough to learn programming. Asked about whether he considered freelancing
on platforms as a way out of joblessness, he said: ‘I do not know what online freelancing is. (...)
even if I knew about it, I do not have the adequate skills to pursue this type of work.’

Many Syrian training participants, whose digital literacy was often low, to begin with, were
unlikely to access digital jobs after several months of skills training. Another barrier that affected
Syrian training graduates was a lack of English language skills: According to the Syrian
Mohammad, language ‘is the biggest obstacle anyone could face, as all programming languages
require knowledge of English. Otherwise, you would not be able to improve your skills. This
limits my chances a lot’. Overall, digital skills courses appeared to be insufficient preparation for
accessing digital income opportunities without ongoing support. As one graduate of a training pro-
gramme said, the courses were telling her ‘a story but not the end of it’. She added: “When we were
faced with the labour market, we saw how much we were lacking’.

Initially, many training participants were highly motivated. The Syrian participant Rabah said he
joined the training after losing his job: ‘I was very excited to sign up because I wanted to make a
shift in my life and start my own work (...) I felt like my life is about to change, like I have been
offered a great chance to shift my life around and succeed. I felt like I finally found what I have been
looking for’. Eventually he was ‘devastated’, saying: ‘After the trainings, I learned more skills but
what I learned, and what I know now, is not enough. Any child nowadays, with a laptop at home,
knows as much as I know.” When he applied for a remote job as a freelance web designer for a
company in Qatar he was rejected outright, but asked if he could do an unpaid internship
instead. ‘They said my skills do not even allow me to do an internship with them.” A lack of
access to digital devices and affordable internet connectivity poses another barrier to upskilling
and work. Rabah — as many other Syrian participants in the programme — did not own a computer
and did not have internet at home.

The situation was somewhat different for well-educated Lebanese students of long intensive pro-
grammes, such as the 6-months web development track at the Codi programming school, which
focuses on supporting unemployed youth. According to Codi’s employability tracking system,
80%—-90% of their graduates found full-time work after graduation, either in Lebanon or online
and remotely. As Laura, a communications manager at Codi, pointed out in an interview,
growing numbers of graduates were increasingly pushed to seek online freelance work because
of job scarcity in Lebanon’s economic crisis. ‘This is ideal as it helps bring fresh dollars into the
country’, she said. However, the intensifying crisis had also made cashing out such money more
difficult, especially for Syrian refugees without back accounts.

The limitations of digital livelihoods during times of economic crisis

The economic crisis in Lebanon complicated accessing digital work further and deepened the pre-
carity and risks workers faced. The impact of the crisis on digital work worsened the reliability of
internet connectivity and its affordability, intensified financial exclusion due to capital controls and
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currency devaluation, and deepened economic vulnerabilities. While the crisis worsened the par-
ticular challenges facing Syrian refugees, the capacity of other people in Lebanon to make a
digital livelihood also became increasingly restricted.

Infrastructural collapse and disconnection

The impact of Lebanon’s crises has contributed to the collapse of ICT infrastructures (OMSAR,
2022), worsened chronic electricity outages and disrupting fixed internet connectivity, while
leading to sharp increases in the cost of mobile connectivity after changes to tariffs in 2022
(Houssari, 2022). Some connectivity barriers affected refugees disproportionally, as they are
among the most economically vulnerable and often live in areas with low internet connectivity,
such as Akkar and Baalbek-Hermel (Dara, 2020).

Syrian and Lebanese interviewees spoke of how increasingly unreliable connectivity under-
mined their ability to make a digital livelihood, posing financial and reputational risks if their
work could not be completed at deadlines. Rawaa, a Syrian DST graduate, said: ‘I used to
scream and curse all the time. I fought every day with my internet provider. I had deadlines
and submission dates, and the internet would just cut off. It drove me crazy. When that hap-
pened, I had to work at night to make up for the lost hours’. Maham, a Lebanese woman
working with the impact sourcing platform BOT, said: ‘During the time I was working with
BOT, the internet connection was fine, but the problem was the power cuts. Even the private
generator turns off because it cannot provide electricity for that long. So, there are like four
hours per day, sometimes more, where we do not have any electricity or internet. During this
time, I could not work.’

Adding to connectivity problems was that currency devaluation and inflation made imported
electronic goods highly expensive, affecting the affordability of computers. One freelancer,
Souad, a Lebanese graduate of Codi, said: ‘My laptop is very old, and it is very challenging for
me to use it, especially that I take on different projects at the same time. However, buying a
new one is not an option right now because of the economic crisis. I just have to work with it.”

Digital payments, currency devaluation, capital controls

Accessing foreign currency from a digital labour market that is unaffected by local economic
dynamics would in theory be a major benefit of remote and online work in Lebanon and other
crisis-affected countries. In Venezuela, for example, digital platforms can offer some workers
with the right resources, skills, and capital a way to withstand economic disruption, but this survival
strategy was undermined by sanctions and regulations affecting payments and access to platforms
(Johnston, 2022).

The potential of online and remote work as a relief strategy in crisis certainly inspired hopes in
Lebanon. Mahmoud, a Lebanese worker with the platform BOT, said in August 2020 that the lack
of local job opportunities under the impact of overlapping crises made him ‘look for opportunities
abroad’. However, from late 2019 onwards, Lebanese banks locked depositors out of their dollar
accounts and blocked transfers abroad. Since then, banks have imposed varying limits on the
number of dollars any depositor can withdraw (Reuters, 2021).

Souad, a Palestinian Lebanese graduate of Codi, who worked as a freelancer for companies in
the UK, said in November 2020, ‘when the financial crisis started, our salaries got stuck in the bank
because of the restrictions on dollar withdrawal’. However, she added that she changed bank and
managed to open a fresh US-dollar account with another bank to receive her freelance payments,
although she lost all her savings locked into the previous account. ‘I am the only one working in
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my family now. So, I am the main provider. I am managing well because I get paid in USD but
sometimes it gets really stressful’.

Bank accounts in USD that existed prior to the crisis’ emergence in 2019 were initially
inaccessible and have been subjected to withdrawal limits and conversion rates below the
market rate, while those opened afterwards are commonly referred to as ‘fresh dollar’ accounts
and do not face these limitations. In September 2022, the Lebanese pound traded beyond
28,000 against the dollar, and in March 2023, already for 140,000, representing a loss of 98%
of its value since 2019; official rates provided by the Central Bank’s exchange platform have
been adjusted continuously but have been lower than the informal market rate (Reuters, 2023).
These gradual increases of the official rate, which dramatically devaluated the pound in an
effort to control the spiralling market rate, further drove up inflation of food items, utility bills,
and other essential goods (AP, 2023).

The Lebanese DST graduate Omar found that his long-standing problem to get paid for online freelan-
cing worsened under the crisis, to the point that ‘it is impossible to get paid’. He and other online workers
had to find informal workarounds, such as using other people’s bank accounts or storing money in an
e-wallet. However, in March 2020, as the economic crisis worsened, the experienced programmer
Harout from Syria lamented that his workaround of getting paid through a cousin’s account was no
longer acceptable to his client. Unable to open a USD account, as was the case for most Syrians in
Lebanon at the time, he was left with the only option of Western Union cash transfers that incurred a size-
able fee and unfavourable conversion rates.

The devaluation of already low pay

The average monthly income Syrian and Lebanese workers at the SIPEs Tagadam and BOT, who shared a
pool of freelancers at the time, estimated for themselves was around US$270 at an average 35 h of work
per week. The Lebanese freelancer Angy, who joined BOT after finishing digital skills training courses,
had worked on seven projects by July 2020, one of them commissioned by an insurance company that
took between three and four months. ‘They gave us pictures of car accidents and a copy of the driving
license of the person involved in the accident and we would have to fill the required information by
the insurance company using the driver’s license’, she explained. For 8-9 hours of work a day on this
project across four months, she made US$900, which was paid out in Lebanese pounds at a rate far
below the market rate.

Miriam, another Lebanese freelancer at BOT, worked on projects checking Excel sheets for
errors that took between 2 and 3 months, for which she was paid around US$550 in total. These
already low levels of pay were further devalued by the capital controls that enforced conversion
rates below the market value. For another project Miriam did in summer 2020, spanning
between 40 and 45 days of work, she got paid 1,800,000 LBP, which converted to around US
$470 at the time. By March 2023, this would have been worth as little as US$13.

By any standards, the income these self-employed digital workers reported would have been low
even compared to the old official monthly minimum wage of 675,000 LBP, which equalled around
US$450 at the officially pegged currency conversion rate before the crisis, but under the impact of
devaluation, Lebanon’s real minimum wage became one of the lowest in the world worth around
US$24 (Asharq Alawsat, 2021).

A devalued local currency, soaring inflation, and barriers faced by those without USD accounts,
made online freelancing less and less feasible as the crisis intensified. Mahmoud, a Lebanese gradu-
ate of the programming school Codi, said in April 2021: ‘T am barely making ends meet with these
small freelance projects that I manage to get. I can barely cover my own expenses. If the LBP rate
was still as before, at 1500 LBP, I would be able to support my family. But at this rate, there’s no
way I can do that’.
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Increased levels of vulnerability

Both Lebanese and Syrians suffered from increased levels of economic vulnerability as a result of
the financial and economic crisis. One interviewee, the Syrian graduate of the DST programme
Hussein, said about the impact of the crisis on his livelihood:

‘My situation was bad even before the economic crisis and corona [pandemic]. With this situation ... I
have no words to be honest. If we had a bit of a chance to get by before, now we have nothing. I need to
work anything ... just to be able to make ends meet. Now, if I even hear about a new training oppor-
tunity, I might not even have the chance to go because I cannot afford not to work anymore.’

The crisis not only made online work less feasible but also undermined their capacity to take part
in skills development. Naem, a 29-year-old Syrian DST graduate, further underlined the severity of
the situation for Syrian households, saying, ‘Alhamdullilah we are living each day on its own.
Trying to survive.’

Findings from our surveys show high levels of economic vulnerability driven by multiple crises.
In the survey of 83 freelancers working with the language service provider Natakallam, 33% of the
15 Lebanon-based workers, who were asked about the impact of the economic crisis on their live-
lihood, stated they had to borrow money from family members or friends. Our survey of graduates
of the DST programme conducted in 2021, with 13 Syrian and 16 Lebanese respondents, underlines
this difficult economic situation: overall, 32% stated they had accumulated debts at a grocery store,
while 42% had to borrow money from friends or family, and 45% had to sell personal items for
money to survive economically. Four respondents said they were struggling to pay for an internet
connection. Overall, the economic vulnerability was higher among Syrian than Lebanese graduates:
62% of Syrians had to borrow money from friends or family compared to 31% of Lebanese; 54% of
Syrians accumulated debt at a grocery compared with 19% of Lebanese; and all of the four respon-
dents who struggled to pay for internet connection were Syrian.

Against this backdrop, the crisis increased the precarity and risks associated with insecure digital
work, as the investments already vulnerable refugees made by participating in digital trainings did not
lead to jobs. Rabah, a graduate of DST, said in March 2021: ‘After I lost my job and joined the trainings,
I started selling my furniture to make ends meet. I was okay making this sacrifice because I thought that
by the end of the trainings, I will be able to start working and make up all what I had lost.”

The increased vulnerability under the impact of crisis raises concerns about the tendency of self-
employed platform work to be precarious, without sufficient social protections, and often demanding
unpaid labour time and investments without secure returns — even if platforms can also ‘provide stability
in the presence of market collapse and the tools required to withstand periods of domestic economic
turmoil” (Johnston, 2022: 166). As the local economy collapses, crisis-affected people may be willing
to work for low rates that undercut prices in order to be competitive. This highlights how the intersection
of a crisis with online freelance work can deepen the overall precarity and risks people face.

Benefitting despite the challenges

While the challenges and risks of digital livelihoods during times of crisis are significant, interviews
and surveys among Syrian refugees and Lebanese workers also underlined the importance of such
work for their economic survival. A survey of 30 freelancers working with Tagadam and BOT
showed that online work was the only source of income for 80% of respondents, indicating its
role as a lifeline. More than two-thirds considered their online work as ‘extremely important” for
their economic survival, with the rest seeing it at least as ‘very important’. At Nakallam, 60% of
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the 15 workers based in Lebanon noted that without their income from online work, they would not
be able to pay for food, rent and basic services.

Being able to make money in foreign currency at a time of financial crisis was also a significant
contribution for those Lebanese who held bank accounts in foreign currency, which was not usually
possible for Syrians. Ashraf, a Lebanese graduate of a programme at Codi, talked about the signifi-
cance of online income opportunities and payments in US-Dollars for his family at a time of crisis:

‘My dad and my brother lost their jobs. So, I was super lucky that I got to start my job just in time to help
my family. It really affected us financially because my dad was the main provider for the family and then
he was no longer able to provide. My brother also, he was able to cover his own expenses but not
anymore. The fact that I was getting paid in fresh dollars really helped especially with the devaluation
of the Lebanese Lira. It compensated a bit.’

Digital exiles: Exclusion and marginality among Syrian refugees

A range of exclusive regulations and policies disproportionally affect Syrian refugees even if mul-
tiple crises impacted the wider population in Lebanon. These non-conducive regulations include
refugees’ restricted labour market access and their exclusion from digital skills training pro-
grammes, their restricted financial inclusion, and their exclusion from digital platforms.

Restricted access to work and digital upskilling

The hope for online freelancing to circumvent restrictive local laws resonates among Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon, who face highly limited access to formal work due to a range of regulations,
sector-specific restrictions, and obstacles in obtaining work permits (Baroud and Zeidan, 2021).
When skilled Syrian refugees apply for jobs in Lebanon, they often face discrimination similar
to the experience of Hussein:

As a Syrian, if I want to look for work or apply for job opportunities, the first thing that the employer will
ask for is my papers, my residency, and I do not have one. There are also priorities, employers would
hire a Lebanese applicant for any vacancy before they consider a Syrian applicant. Also, they will
always choose someone who has a university degree or has more experience, I have neither.

The hope that digital upskilling offers a fast lane to employment often fades quickly amidst the
categorical exclusion of Syrian refugees from the labour market. Some 62% of surveyed Syrian
graduates of the DST programme responded, ‘because I am Syrian’, to a survey question about
the major barrier they faced in finding a job in Lebanon. Against this backdrop, online freelancing
can appear as a more accessible income opportunity, in part because it is not regulated by the gov-
ernment and falls into a legal grey zone in Lebanon (Bayram, 2019).

Syrian refugees hoped to exploit this lack of regulation and perceived online freelancing as a
form of work that is invisible to the authorities. This mirrors long-standing patterns of migrants
and refugees facing a combination of precarity and invisibility in labour markets; and such
‘worker invisibility’ is also a core feature of platform work (Irani and Silberman, 2013). This is
one example of how the platformization of refugee work deepens the economic marginalization for-
cibly displaced people already experience in a given national context, thereby transforming key
aspects of their condition of exile into the transnational space the digital economy. The Syrian
Harout, who used to work as a teacher and studied chemistry before being displaced to
Lebanon, started freelancing remotely in 2019 for a company in Canada and another in
Indonesia. Although lawyers told him that online freelance work is not explicitly illegal for
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Syrians in Lebanon, he still kept this work invisible as far as possible, saying: ‘On my LinkedIn, I
don’t mention these jobs for my own protection.’

Unfortunately, the promotion of such unregulated ‘invisible’ work by aid organizations sud-
denly became visible to the authorities at a time when the government cracked down on informal
work among Syrian refugees. Efforts by the World Food Programme, which funded the DST pro-
gramme, to obtain governmental endorsement of digital skills training and online work for dis-
placed Syrians in Lebanon were unsuccessful, effectively triggering refugees’ categorical
exclusion from 2019 onwards (Shibli et al., 2021). This effectively excluded refugee participants
from training programmes and the digital work opportunities that followed. The programmes of
the Digital Opportunity Trust in Lebanon, for example, are linked to the social impact sourcing plat-
form BOT, allowing successful training participants to access freelance work experience. But they,
too, were forced to stop offering such work to Syrian refugees: ‘BOT is bound by regulations that
prohibit the employment of any non-Lebanese student’, said Marianne Bitar Karam, DOT’s country
director and managing director of BOT, in an interview. She added that ‘in the current situation, we
cannot take an invoice from or pay a Syrian refugee’.

In a similar vein, a communications manager at the programming school Codi was unable to
offer us any data on Syrian graduates, explaining that, ‘we just have to be a bit careful with the
non-Lebanese students to find a system to get them employed. We are trying to work with compan-
ies outside Lebanon who do not care about the nationality.” This emphasis on nationality underlines
how Syrians are excluded from digital livelihoods based on their identity, due to restrictive regula-
tions at the national level, while jobs offered from outside Lebanon are seen as a potential saviour.

Financial exclusion undermines digital livelihoods

The wider challenges for online freelancers in accessing financial services from Lebanon at a time
of crisis are well illustrated by a thread on the community platform Reddit (2020): A
Lebanese-Canadian software engineer writes about online freelancing on platforms such as
Fiverr and Upwork and offers advice for Lebanese in crisis. Those replying to his well-intended
initiative point out that the Israeli platform Fiverr is banned in Lebanon, while PayPal is not avail-
able, just as one of the few digital alternatives for payments, the e-wallet Payoneer, is blocked.
Another user writes that ‘we can’t use credit cards [at the moment] and the transactions require
USD which is non-existent at this point’, with another adding ‘that all these websites and
payment methods are banned in Lebanon’.

This difficulty to access financial services affecting most people in Lebanon is worse for Syrian
refugees due to their regulatory exclusion from bank accounts. In response to the question of what
the main barriers to online work are for them in Lebanon, 78% of surveyed Syrian DST graduates
listed a lack of access to bank accounts and bank cards as a major barrier, compared to 31% among
Lebanese graduates. Among the 15 workers with Natakallam who were based in Lebanon, six out
of the seven Syrians within this sample of 15 stated that not having access to bank accounts is a
major barrier to working online, which was not the case among the Lebanese respondents (although
86% across both groups stated that they faced ‘difficulties getting paid from online work”).

As many other countries, Lebanon follows Know Your Customer (KYC) and Customer Due Diligence
requirements, which require proof of IDs and often additional documentation such as proof of address and
residency permits, for individuals to conduct financial transactions and open a bank account. Syrian refugees
in Lebanon cannot usually meet these ID requirements (UNHCR, 2022: 51). Moreover, the Association of
Lebanese Banks had instructed banks to limit their relations with Syrian clients and prohibit transactions in
US dollars for Syrian-held accounts as early as 2011; and this exclusion is linked to sanctions that prohibit
‘all transactions or dealings’ with any person subject to US sanctions on Syria (Domat, 2016). These national
and international laws effectively exile Syrian refugees from the financial space of a digital economy.
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As the Syrian woman Naem, a DST graduate, said in response to the question of whether she
considered working as an online freelancer:

They told us about this during the trainings. But they said that we need a bank account to start working.
There is no way I can get a bank account, so I did not try it or look up opportunities even. Why would I
do that if at the end I will hit a wall if I do not have a bank account? I would work and work and then for
nothing ... If I had a bank account, I would have been more encouraged to pursue this.

Some of our research participants used workarounds, such as channelling payments through the
accounts of family members or friends. Here the regulatory exclusion of refugees from financial services
due to their inability to meet ID requirements, which also affects their access to SIM cards, forces them to
use unsafe workarounds such as using fraudulent information through proxy bank accounts, SIM cards, or
digital platform accounts registered on someone else’s name (Cheesman and Hackl, 2023).

Exclusion from digital platforms

Syrian refugees in Lebanon face restrictions in accessing digital labour platforms, mostly because
of the same KYC requirements and sanctions that limit their access to financial services. Most plat-
forms require a government-issued ID and frequently demand additional proof of address and other
documentation. Moreover, some nationalities, such as Syrians, face blanket exclusion, as ‘some
platforms stipulate in their terms of agreements that they do not permit registration of people
from countries that are subject to sanctions’ (ILO, 2021a: 93).

The exclusion that people of Syrian nationality encounter in trying to access platforms are
further worsened for refugees, who often do not have valid passports. This is illustrated by experi-
ences such as that of the user ‘Hussein’, who posted in the community forum of a major freelancing
platform (Hackl, 2022: 99; Upwork, 2019):

Hello, I'm a Syrian but I live in Lebanon, currently I'm trying to verify my account and I have 2 issues:
Syria is not listed in the dropdown menu when I try to select the ID issue country. There is only one
accepted, the passport, but I don’t have that I have a birth certificate paper, I can’t get the passport
because of the war there. I hope you consider my situation, thank you.

Syrian refugees’ categorical exclusion from digital work, financial services, and platforms combine to
relegate them into a digital space of restriction and marginality that mirrors in many ways their wider con-
dition of being forcibly displaced in Lebanon: A space of digital exile in a planetary digital economy. As a
concept, exile expresses the enduring aftermath of displacement in people’s lives, which includes the
impact of ‘ongoing forms of confinement and restriction’, including the ‘identity-related processes by
which people are bounded’ (Hackl, 2021: 64-5). We have seen that much of what marginalizes and
restricts Syrian refugees in Lebanon in relation to the digital economy is identity-related in this sense.

Conclusion

Lebanon’s multiple crises have increased poverty, unemployment, and vulnerabilities in the popu-
lation. They have also raised questions about whether online freelance work could offer an alterna-
tive source of income and jobs for those affected by a collapsing local economy. Our research
shows how the impact of multiple crises not only increases the need for web-based income oppor-
tunities but also severely limits how digital jobs can support the people most in need.

Syrian refugees were affected by forms of digital exclusion and precarious inclusion that are
closely related to their status as forcibly displaced people in Lebanon. Their experience exemplifies
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how the condition of being forcibly displaced in Lebanon is reshaped into a condition of digital
exile: exile both in the sense of being exiled, or excluded, from fundamental enablers of a trans-
national digital economy, and in the sense of existing as marginalized exiles within it. In spatial
terms, such digital exile underscores how the social, economic, and political conditions of specific
places, countries, and populations can come to ‘inhabit’ spaces of restriction and marginality within
a planetary digital labour market (Graham and Ferrari, 2022; Hackl, 2022).

Just as the condition of forced displacement becomes imbricated in planetary digital markets, so
too does an economic crisis on the national level reshape the character and experience of digital
work for those affected by it. Paradoxically, the very economic crisis that makes online work so
significant as a resource for survival also limits people’s capacity to use it as a sustainable
source of income. All of this challenges the idea that digital infrastructures can seamlessly integrate
‘precarious populations into national and global economic circuits’ (Meagher, 2021: 738). Even if
Syrian refugees and other people in Lebanon are successfully incorporated into digital platform
work, the precarity and marginality they encounter persists and is often deepened by the precarity
of digital work. All of this fundamentally questions assumptions that underpin dominant ideas
about digital divides and how they can be overcome in practice: that increased digital literacy
and skills, alongside access to digital devices and internet connectivity, can unlock digital inclusion
and empower individuals served by aid organizations to access online income opportunities.

The ‘divides’ that exclude refugees from digital livelihoods and make platform work so precar-
ious for them are not in fact ‘digital’ and therefore cannot be resolved by ‘digital’ solutions alone.
To a large extent, these inequalities are the result of national and international regulations and pol-
icies that govern refugees differently from others: Syrian refugees are excluded from digital jobs
because they are excluded from financial services due to risk-adverse banking policies, discrimin-
ation, a lack of recognized identification documents, and political sanctions, which also excludes
them from platforms; they are pushed into the precarious invisibility of online freelance work
because of regulatory restrictions to their labour market access; and they lag behind in digital ups-
killing because their access to education is curtailed and disrupted.

Beyond the specific case of Syrian refugees, the experience of Lebanese citizens shows how the
collapse of ICT infrastructures and the financial system under the impact of crisis, alongside cur-
rency devaluation and national capital controls, combine to undermine the feasibility of digital
jobs while increasing precarity at work and exposure to risks. While some skilled workers in
Lebanon succeeded in using online freelancing as a lifeline in times of crisis, the economic vulner-
ability and risks they experience are amplified in the process, as the precarity of self-employed
digital work and the impact of an economic crisis come to reinforce each other.
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Note

1. Due to the complexity and sensitivity of the matter, refugee status was not a question included in the survey,
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viduals, such as unemployed youth and internally displaced persons.
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